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This book examines the meaning of a culture of violence towards urban 
residences in Renaissance Italy, and the relationship between this activity and 
contemporary architectural design theory on, and building production of, such 
residences. 
Violent assault on material objects was a common practice in Renaissance 
Italy, to which all layers of society participated. Houses, palaces, towers, 
paintings, statues and coats of arms were all defiled, plundered or destroyed. 
This book focuses on the urban residence of prominent families as an object of 
violence in specific, as the building presents itself as a special case.
Violent assaults on urban residences were specific because the building 
belonged both to the family and to the city. Prominent families in Renaissance 
Italy lived in properties spread across the city and its hinterland. Within this 
network, the urban residence served as the gravitational centre of the family’s 
social and political importance. The residence was passed on from generation 
to generation, marking the family’s ancestry and lineage. The urban residence 
also belonged to the urban community. Property ownership within the urban 
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walls was a requirement for citizenship. Large and expensive residences, 
shaped by artistic intentions, were celebrated as a sign of the quality of the 
citizens. Such residences honoured the city and made the civitas proud. 
The residence’s double identity, as both private and public, rendered violent 
assault on their structure highly ambivalent. While the residence was the site 
to hit the family in its social, political and ancestral identity, it was also the 
building that honoured the city. How to defile, plunder or destroy a building 
that made the urban community proud?
That violence towards the urban residence presents itself as a special 
and specific case is also reflected in discussions and interpretations of such 
violence, and its relation to architectural design, in text. Giovanni Cavalcanti 
(1381-ca.1451) included the defilement of Cosimo de Medici’s house in 1446 
in his Nuova opera, a critical analysis of political culture in Florence between 
1441 and 1447. Cavalcanti used the defilement to exemplify the failure of 
political life and the immorality of the governing class. He also exposed an 
interconnected conceptual field on seeing, envy, magnificent patronage, 
talk, anger and violence. Leon Battista Alberti (1404-1472) addressed the 
design of urban residences as a specific question in his architectural treatise, 
De re aedificatoria. According to Alberti, the residence’s visual appearance 
was subject to contrasting claims due to the violent social reality in which 
residences existed. In his treatise, Alberti formulated design principles for 
the urban residence that solve these contrasting claims. Paolo Cortesi (1465-
1510), in turn, considered protection the cardinal’s prime motivation to 
build an elaborate urban residence in his De cardinalatu libri tres. Cortesi 
separated the cardinal’s patronage of the residence from the structure’s civic 
connotations. The cardinal’s patronage was considered a sign of prudence, not 
of magnificence.
To study the meaning of violent assaults on urban residences, and the 
relationship between such assaults and architectural design theory on, and 
building production of, such residences, this dissertation applies a double 
approach: It studies historical cases of defilement, plundering and destruction 
of urban residences, and analyses how such attacks, and their relation to 
architectural design, were discussed in text. 
The book consists of seven chapters. The first chapter lays out an 
interpretative framework to study defilement, plundering and destruction as 
31
means to restore injustices. By applying a historical-juridical perspective, this 
chapter shows how defilement, plundering and destruction of urban residences 
aimed at shaming and excluding the attacked family, and purifying the site 
of attack from sin. Assailants applied codified actions in violent assault to 
embed private conflict in a semi-juridical system. By defiling, plundering 
and destroying urban residences following certain codes and conventions, the 
assailants made claim to the righteousness and lawfulness of their attack. The 
second chapter discusses contemporary ideas on sense perception, emotions 
and human behaviour. In the Late Middle Ages and Early Modern Period, 
touch, sight, smell, taste and hearing were believed to inform emotional 
response and move bodies towards certain action.  Such ideas were applied on 
architecture in political literature at least from the thirteenth century onwards. 
Authors of mirrors of princes reflected on how magnificent buildings could 
affect beholders by the admiration such buildings evoke. Such notions on sense 
perception and magnificent buildings provide the background to understand the 
reflections of authors in Renaissance Italy on the interaction between people 
and buildings, as well as the role that the visual and material presence of urban 
residences might play in violent conflict.
The next five chapters are devoted to historical and textual case studies. 
Chapter three focuses on the defilement of Cosimo de’Medici’s house with 
blood in 1446. It reconstructs the assault on the Casa Vecchia, the significance 
of blood as a means of defilement, as well as Cosimo’s reaction to the attack. 
Giovanni Cavalcanti’s narrative of the defilement in his Nuova opera is also 
analysed in detail. Special attention is devoted to the interconnected conceptual 
field he exposes on seeing, envy, talk, magnificent patronage, and violence. 
Chapter three is discussed first due to its chronological placement in history, 
and also because it combines a historical case with a textual case. It shows 
the direct relationship that existed between acts of violence and reflections on 
architectural patronage and design. The historical and textual cases split up in 
the following chapters. 
Chapter four studies the destruction of the Santacroce residences in 1482 
as a punishment by pope Sixtus IV for the family’s attack on the Della Valle 
houses. The application of destructive punishments in the second half of the 
fifteenth century was exceptional. Such punishments had been abandoned 
in Rome during the fourteenth century and were no longer applied in, for 
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example, Florence and Bologna. Pope Sixtus IV weaponized destruction to 
form the civitas - the city as a social and political community, and as a physical 
artefact - in a direct way. The Santacroce recovered, however, from the violent 
exclusion. The urban residences, built after their return to Rome, testify of the 
family’s recovery from the infamy, and their regained position in the city.
Chapter five centres on Bologna in the early sixteenth century. In January 
1508, private citizens plundered and destroyed the Marescotti residences, a 
few months after Palazzo Bentivoglio had been razed as well. While the site of 
Palazzo Bentivoglio was left empty for over two centuries, a new palazzo was 
built on the Marescotti grounds. The public authorities actively supported the 
construction of the Marescotti residence by providing the family with financial 
means. They supported the restoration of the social and physical fabric of the 
city in order to communicate the regained civic peace to the inhabitants and 
visitors of Bologna. The empty site of Palazzo Bentivoglio, on the other hand, 
included the destruction of the residence in the damnatio memoriae on the 
family. The site continued to testify of public authority over the private family. 
Chapter six and seven are devoted to textual cases. Chapter six studies the 
design principles for urban residences that Leon Battista Alberti formulated 
in his De re aedificatoria (written between the 1440s and 1472, published in 
1486). Alberti considered protection an important criterion when designing the 
urban residence. Alberti also recognized a fundamental contradiction in giving 
form to the residence’s visual appearance. While the patron needs to honour 
the city, the family and himself in building the urban residence, he also needs 
to prevent envy and social dissent. The first requires to make a residence that 
stands out. The second requires a residence that does not differ too much from 
those of fellow citizens. Alberti’s overall aesthetic theory on admiration and 
beauty provided a solution to this seemingly unsolvable contradiction. 
Chapter seven focuses on Paolo Cortesi’s De cardinalatu libri tres (written 
early sixteenth century, published in 1510). It specifically analyses Cortesi’s 
advise to the cardinal to provide his residence with an attractively designed 
and sumptuously executed exterior ornamentation. The cardinal should 
capitalize on the overwhelming effect of admiration on the beholder that such 
an ornamentation evokes, as well as the associations the ornamentation creates 
with power and wealth. The cardinal does not build an urban residence to 
materialize his civic commitment towards the community. The elaborate urban 
33
residence serves to protect. The cardinal’s patronage of his residence is a sign 
of prudence, not of magnificence.
Taken together, the seven chapters create two parallel narratives. The first 
explores the meaning of violent assaults on urban residences in Renaissance 
Italy and the implications of such violent attacks for the inhabitants. The 
second narrative traces contemporary interpretations of such violence, and the 
relationship between violent assaults on urban residences and reflections on 
their architectural design. In both narratives, a role is assigned to the visual 
and material presence of urban residences in violent conflict. The residence, 
by the way it is seen, asks to be defiled, plundered or destroyed; or asks to 
be maintained and preserved. The chapters also create a complex history on 
the concept of magnificence, as both a moral greatness of the patron, and as a 
characteristic of the building that can affect beholders. The substantive charge 
of the concept shifts throughout the narrative. Contemporaries gave meaning 




Dit boek bestudeert de betekenis van gewelddadige aanvallen op de 
stedelijke residenties van vooraanstaande families in Italië tijdens de 
Renaissance, en de relatie tussen dergelijke aanvallen en contemporaine 
architecturale ontwerptheorieën voor, en de gebouwde productie van, deze 
residenties. 
Gewelddadige aanvallen op materiële objecten waren een gangbare praktijk 
in Italië tijdens de Renaissance, waaraan alle lagen van de bevolking deelnamen. 
Huizen, palazzi, torens, schilderijen, standbeelden en wapenschilden werden 
allen besmeurd, geplunderd of vernield. Dit boek bestudeert specifiek de 
stedelijke residentie als een object van geweld, aangezien het gebouw zich als 
een speciaal geval presenteert.
Gewelddadige aanvallen op stedelijke residenties waren specifiek omdat 
het gebouw zowel toebehoorde aan de familie als aan de stad. Tijdens de 
Renaissance woonden vooraanstaande families in Italië in eigendommen 
verspreid over de stad en haar hinterland. De stedelijke residentie vormde het 
zwaartepunt binnen dit netwerk. Het representeerde de sociale en politieke 
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status van de familie. De residentie belichaamde ook de anciënniteit en de 
afstamming van de familie. Over generaties heen bleef zij in haar bezit. De 
stedelijke residentie hoorde eveneens toe aan de stedelijke gemeenschap. 
Eigendomsbezit in de stad was een voorwaarde voor burgerschap. Grote en 
dure residenties, vormgegeven door artistieke intenties, werden gevierd als een 
teken van de kwaliteit van de burgers. Dergelijke residenties eerden de stad en 
maakten de stedelijke gemeenschap trots.
De dubbele identiteit van de residentie, als privaat en publiek gebouw, 
maakten gewelddadige aanvallen op haar structuur hoogst ambivalent. Terwijl 
de residentie de plaats was om de familie te raken in haar sociale, politieke 
en voorouderlijke identiteit, was het ook het gebouw dat de stad eerde. Hoe 
een gebouw te besmeuren, plunderen en vernielen dat ook toebehoorde aan 
de stad?
Dat aanvallen op stedelijke residenties een specifiek geval waren, komt ook 
tot uiting in het feit dat dergelijke aanvallen, en de relatie tussen dit geweld 
en architectuurontwerp, besproken werd in teksten. Giovanni Cavalcanti 
(1381-ca.1451) vermeldde de besmeuring van Cosimo de’Medici’s huis in 
1446 in zijn Nuova opera, een kritische analyse van de politieke cultuur in 
Firenze tussen 1441 en 1447. Cavalcanti gebruikte de besmeuring om het 
falen van het politieke leven in Firenze te illustreren, alsook de immoraliteit 
van de politieke klasse. De auteur legt ook een conceptueel veld bloot over 
visuele perceptie, afgunst, magnifiek opdrachtgeverschap, gepraat, woede en 
geweld. Leon Battista Alberti (1404-1472) adresseerde het ontwerp van de 
stedelijke residenties als een specifieke vraag in zijn architectuurtraktaat, De 
re aedificatoria. Volgens Alberti onderwierp de gewelddadige sociale realiteit 
de visuele verschijning van de residentie aan contrasterende claims. In zijn 
traktaat trachtte Alberti ontwerpprincipes voor de stedelijke residentie te 
formuleren die deze contrasterende claims oplosten. In De cardinalatu libri 
tres beschouwde Paolo Cortesi (1465-1510) bescherming als de belangrijkste 
motivatie voor de kardinaal om een rijkelijke stedelijke residentie te bouwen. 
Cortesi ontnam het opdrachtgeverschap van de kardinaal voor de residentie 
van diens civiele connotatie. Het opdrachtgeverschap van de kardinaal voor de 
rijkelijke residentie is een teken van voorzichtigheid, niet van het magnifieke. 
Om de betekenis van gewelddadige aanvallen op stedelijke residenties, en 
de relatie tussen deze aanvallen en architecturale ontwerptheorieën voor, en 
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de gebouwde productie van, stedelijke residenties te bestuderen, hanteert deze 
dissertatie een dubbele aanpak: Het neemt historische gevallen van besmeuring, 
plundering en vernieling van stedelijke residenties onder de loep, alsook hoe 
dergelijke aanvallen, en hun relatie tot architectuurontwerp, besproken werden 
in teksten.
Het boek bestaat uit zeven hoofdstukken. Het eerste hoofdstuk creëert een 
interpretatief kader om besmeuring, plundering en vernieling als middelen tot 
rechtsherstelling te bestuderen. Door een historisch-juridisch perspectief te 
hanteren, toont het hoofdstuk hoe besmeuring, plundering en vernieling van 
stedelijke residenties beoogden om families te beschamen, hen uit te sluiten 
uit de stedelijke gemeenschap, en een plaats te zuiveren van zonde. Aanvallers 
pasten gecodificeerde acties toe in hun aanval om het privaat conflict in te 
bedden in een semi-juridisch systeem. Aan de hand van deze gecodificeerde 
acties maakten de aanvallers aanspraak op de rechtvaardigheid en juistheid 
van hun aanval. Het tweede hoofdstuk bestudeert contemporaine ideeën over 
zintuigelijke perceptie, emoties en menselijk gedrag. In de Late Middeleeuwen 
en Vroeg Moderne Periode werd geloofd dat tast, zicht, geur, smaak en gehoor 
emotionele reacties opwekten in het subject en het subject tot bepaalde acties 
bewogen. Dergelijke ideeën werden vanaf de dertiende eeuw toegepast op 
architectuur in politieke literatuur. Auteurs van vorstenspiegels reflecteerden 
over hoe magnifieke gebouwen het gedrag van toeschouwers konden sturen 
door de bewondering die dergelijke gebouwen opwekken. Dergelijke noties 
over zintuigelijke perceptie en het effect van magnifieke gebouwen laat toe 
te begrijpen hoe auteurs tijdens de Renaissance in Italië nadachten over de 
interactie tussen mensen en gebouwen, alsook welke rol de materiële en 
visuele aanwezigheid van residenties kon opnemen in gewelddadig conflict. 
De volgende vijf hoofdstukken zijn gewijd aan casussen. Hoofdstuk drie 
bestudeert de besmeuring van Cosimo de’ Medici’s huis in 1446 met bloed. 
Dit hoofdstuk reconstrueert de aanval op de Casa Vecchia, de betekenis van 
de hantering van bloed, alsook Cosimo’s reactie op het geweld. Giovanni 
Cavalcanti’s narratief in de Nuova opera wordt eveneens in detail onderzocht. 
Dit narratief legt een conceptueel veld bloot over zien, afgunst, woede, 
gepraat, magnifiek opdrachtgeverschap en geweld. De besmeuring van de Casa 
Vecchia wordt eerst besproken omdat het historisch gezien eerst plaatsvond, 
maar ook omdat het een historische casus van geweld combineert met een 
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tekstuele casus. Dit hoofdstuk toont hoe gewelddadige aanvallen op stedelijke 
residenties en reflecties over architecturaal opdrachtgeverschap en ontwerp 
met elkaar in verband stonden. Hierna valt de bespreking van historische 
casussen en tekstuele casussen uiteen in verschillende hoofdstukken.
Hoofdstuk vier en vijf zijn gewijd aan twee historische casussen. Hoofdstuk 
vier analyseert de vernieling van de Santacroce residenties in 1482 die paus 
Sixtus IV beval als straf voor de aanval die de familie ondernam op de huizen 
van de Della Valle familie. De toepassing van vernieling van de residentie als 
straf in de tweede helft van de vijftiende eeuw was uitzonderlijk. Dergelijke 
straffen werden niet langer opgelegd in Rome sinds de veertiende eeuw en 
werden ook niet meer toegepast in, bijvoorbeeld, Firenze en Bologna. Paus 
Sixtus IV gebruikte vernieling om direct te interveniëren in de vorming van 
de civitas, de stad als sociale en politieke gemeenschap, en als fysiek artefact. 
De Santacroce herstelden sociaal, politiek en architecturaal van de aanval. 
Zij bouwden nieuwe residenties na hun terugkeer in Rome die getuigden van 
reputatieherstelling en de herwonnen prestige van de familie in de stad. 
Hoofdstuk vijf behandelt de plundering en vernieling van de Marescotti 
residenties in Bologna in januari 1508, in relatie tot de plundering en vernieling 
van Palazzo Bentivoglio dat een aantal maanden eerder plaatsvond. Terwijl 
de site van de Bentivoglio twee eeuwen lang braak werd gelaten, bouwden 
de Marescotti kort na de vernieling een nieuwe residentie op hun terrein. 
De publieke autoriteiten steunden deze heropbouw actief door de familie te 
voorzien van financiële steun. De autoriteiten ondersteunden het herstel van 
het sociale en architecturale weefsel in de stad zodat de herwonnen vrede kon 
gecommuniceerd worden aan de inwoners en bezoekers van Bologna. Het 
braakliggend terrein van de Bentivoglio, daarentegen, werd opgenomen in de 
damnatio memoriae op de familie en bleef getuigen van de autoriteit van het 
regime over de private familie. 
Hoofdstuk zes en zeven behandelen twee tekstcasussen. Hoofdstuk zes gaat 
in op Leon Battista Alberti’s De re aedificatoria (geschreven vanaf de jaren 
1440 tot 1472, en gepubliceerd in 1486). Het bestudeert de ontwerprichtlijnen 
die Alberti formuleert voor de stedelijke residentie van vooraanstaande 
families. Alberti zag bescherming als een belangrijke drijfveer om het 
gebouw een bepaalde vorm te geven. Alberti herkende ook een fundamentele 
contradictie in de randvoorwaarden dat het gewelddadige klimaat oplegde aan 
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de visuele vormgeving van stedelijke residenties. Terwijl de residentie moet 
opvallen om de stad, de familie en de opdrachtgever te eren, mag deze ook 
niet te veel verschillen van deze van medeburgers om afgunst te vermijden. 
Alberti’s esthetische theorie omtrent bewondering en schoonheid reikte een 
oplossing aan. 
Het zevende en laatste hoofdstuk van dit boek analyseert Paolo Cortesi’s 
De cardinalatu libri tres (geschreven in de eerste jaren van de zestiende eeuw 
en gepubliceerd in 1510). Het concentreert zich op Cortesi’s advies aan de 
kardinaal om de residentie aan de buitenzijde te voorzien van een aantrekkelijk 
ontworpen en overdadig uitgevoerde ornamentatie. De kardinaal moet het 
overweldigende effect van de bewondering dat dergelijke ornamentatie 
oproept, alsook de associaties die zij heeft met macht en kracht, uitbuiten. De 
kardinaal bouwt geen stedelijke residentie om zijn engagement tegenover de 
stedelijke gemeenschap te materialiseren. De overdadige residentie dient ter 
bescherming. Het opdrachtgeverschap van de kardinaal voor zijn residentie is 
een teken van voorzichtigheid, niet van het magnifieke. 
In zijn geheel creëert het boek twee parallelle verhalen; één over de 
betekenis van gewelddadige aanvallen op stedelijke residenties in Italië tijdens 
de Renaissance en de implicaties van dergelijke aanvallen voor de bewoners; 
en één over contemporaine interpretaties van deze aanvallen en hun relatie tot 
architectuurontwerp. In beide verhalen wordt een rol toegekend aan de visuele 
en materiële aanwezigheid van stedelijke residenties in gewelddadig conflict. 
De residentie, door de manier waarop deze gezien wordt, vraagt om besmeurd, 
geplunderd of vernield te worden; of vraagt om behouden en bewaard te 
worden. De hoofdstukken creëren ook een complexe geschiedenis over het 
magnifieke als concept, waarbij het magnifieke verstaan wordt als zowel 
een morele grootsheid van de opdrachtgever, en als een visuele eigenschap 
van het gebouw dat toeschouwers kan beïnvloeden. De lading die het begrip 
krijgt toegekend verschuift doorheen het narratief. Tijdsgenoten gaven op 




Italian has different words to describe residential structures, such as casa 
(house), torre (tower), and palazzo or palagio (palace). In literary works and 
notarial documents, written in Latin, words as palatium (palace), domus (house) 
or domus magna (large house) are used. The distinction lies in architectural 
form. A house is more modest than a palace; a tower taller, but of smaller 
surface.1 Because the guiding criteria for the distinctions are architectural, 
these words could also be used to denote non-residential structures. The word, 
palazzo, for example, equally applied to civic buildings, such as the Palazzo 
Vecchio in Florence. At the same time, some of these words, such as casa, 
were also used to describe the social group of the family. In such cases, it did 
not refer to a building.
1 Giorgia Clarke, for example, defined the “palace” as follows: “The palazzo, or palace, is 
a building of a certain status and standing, but the term is one that can be used not only for 
the houses of the rich and noble but also for those buildings of the professional and middle-
classes that exhibit elements of conscious design.” Clarke thus understands the palace as a 
building, inhabited by the upper-and middle classes that consciously presents itself as an object 
of architecture. Georgia Clarke, Roman House - Renaissance Palaces: Inventing Antiquity in 
Fifteenth-Century Italy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), xxv.
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In this dissertation, I study residences of prominent families in Italian 
cities. My criteria for selection are not architectural form, but location and 
the status of the family. These are the same criteria as those used by authors, 
who theorized the design of residences. They differentiated design principles 
according to the social, political and financial status of the family, as well as 
the location of the house in the city, its outskirts, or the countryside. These 
authors did not distinguish as mentioned above, but spoke of residences in 
general (using words such as domus, aedes urbana or privatum aedificium). 
The design principles they proposed were relevant for structures such as 
towers, elaborate houses and palazzi. 
Ownership of a residence within the urban walls was a requirement for 
citizenship. Building an elaborate urban residence was a sign of active civic 
participation. Urban residences of prominent families were passed on from 
generation to generation, marking the family’s ancestry and lineage. When I 
use the word “residence” in this dissertation, I refer to such a house, located 
in the city, owned and inhabited by an intergenerational family, and passed on 
from generation to generation. I use the Italian words palazzo, torre and casa 
as they are used in the sources. 

Fig. 1 Palazzo Vecchio ca.1910. Taken from Marvin 
Trachtenberg, Dominion of the Eye: Urbanism, Art, and 
Power in Early Modern Florence (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1997), 189.  
Fig. 2 Palazzo Vecchio, site plan (after Diana Norman). 
Taken from Marvin Trachtenberg, Dominion of the Eye: 
Urbanism, Art, and Power in Early Modern Florence, 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 190.  
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0. IntroductIon:
Architectural Design Theory and Building Production 
of Urban Residences in Renaissance Italy
Looking up at the Palazzo Vecchio from its northern side, tourists 
seldom know that they stand on the ruins of the Casa degli Uberti. 
Florentine citizens razed the magnificent residence to the ground when 
chasing the Ghibellines from the city in the 1250s.1 Scattered stones and 
crumbled walls were left on the spot after the violent attack, serving as a 
testimony to the family’s misfortune. When forty years later the Palazzo 
Vecchio and its square were built, the ruins were removed. All remains 
of the Casa degli Uberti disappeared under a clean plane of pavement.2 
Next to the square, the Florentine authorities built their senatorial seat, 
a symbol of collective, governmental power over the private family. 
The destruction of the Casa degli Uberti was not exceptional. 
Along with the Uberti, many other Ghibelline families in Florence lost 
their towers and palaces in the 1250s. About ten years later, when the 
Ghibellines reconquered Florence from the Guelfs, they avenged their 
exclusion by demolishing at least 59 towers, 47 palaces, 198 houses, 
9 workshops, 10 storage facilities, and a warehouse.3 But destruction 
1 Giovanni Villani, Nuova cronica, ed. Giuseppe Porta, 3 vols., vol. 1 (Parma: Guanda, 1990), 
book VII, chapter LXV. 
2 Nuova cronica, ed. Giuseppe Porta, 3 vols., vol. 2 (Parma: Guanda, 1991), book IX, chapter 
XXVI. See also, Marvin Trachtenberg, Dominion of the Eye: Urbanism, Art, and Power in Early 
Modern Florence (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 87-147; Nicolai Rubinstein, 
The Palazzo Vecchio 1298-1532: Government, Architecture, and Imagery in the Civic Palace of 
the Florentine Republic (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995), 8-9.
3 The exact number is based on damage claims, filed when the Guelfs regained political control. 
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in Florence was not solely confined to periods of Guelf and Ghibelline 
conflict. In 1298, Dino Compagni, then Gonfalonier of Justice, ordered 
the destruction of the Galligai houses and those of their consorts, in 
punishment for a murder.4 Violation of private property also took the 
form of defilement. In 1446, the door to Cosimo de’ Medici’s house was 
covered in blood.5 In 1502, the Gonfalonier of Justice, Piero Soderini 
and Selvaggia Strozzi woke up one morning in 1502 to find gallows and 
other dishonourable pictures painted on their houses.6 
Such violent behaviour towards towers, palaces, houses and 
other buildings took place across the Italian peninsula. Defilement, 
plundering and destruction is recorded in Rome, Bologna, Verona, and 
Friuli. In Rome, in 1434, the Captain of the People urgently sent troops 
to the papal palace in Trastevere to prevent the mob from attacking 
and plundering the building.7 Between 1482 and 1484, the Roman 
residences of the Santacroce, Della Valle, cardinal Colonna, and many 
more were plundered and destroyed, during a prolonged conflict that 
involved the whole citizenry.8 In Verona, two painters covered a house 
in 1475 with obscene figures on instruction of two noblemen, because 
Gene Brucker, Florence: The Golden Age, 1138-1737 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1998), 38.
4 Dino Compagni, Cronica, ed. Davide Cappi (Rome: Sede dell’istituto Palazzo Borromini, 2000), 
54-56.
5 Giovanni Cavalcanti, Nuova opera: Chronique Florentine inédite du XVe siècle, ed. Antoine 
Monti (Paris: Université de la Sorbonne Nuovelle, 1989), 120-21.
6 Luca Landucci, Diario fiorentino dal 1450 al 1516, continuato da un anonimo fino al 1542; 
pub. sui codici della comunale di Siena e della Marucelliana, con annotazioni da lodoco del 
Badia (Firenze: G.C. Sansoni, 1883), 246; Piero Parenti, Istorie fiorentine. BNF, Fondo Nazionale, 
II.II.133, ff. 39v-40.
7 Flavius Blondus, Historiarum ab inclinatione romanorum imperii (Venetiis: per Octavianum 
Scotum, 1483), decadis tertiae, liber VI, 3.
8 Antonio de Vascho, Il diario della città di Roma dall’anno 1480 all’anno 1492 di Antonio de 
Vascho, ed. Giuseppe Chiesa, vol. 23, Rerum Italicarum Scriptores (Città di Castello: S. Lapi, 
1904-1911), 506-11; Jacopo Gherardi, Il diario romano di Jacopo Gherardi da Volterra dal 7 
settembre 1479 al 12 agosto 1484, ed. Enrico Carusi, 7 vols. (Città di Castello: S. Lapi, 1904-
1911), 93-94 and 132-33; Gaspare Pontani, Il diario romano di Gaspare Pontani già riferito al 
Notaio del Nantiporto (30 gennaio 1481 - 25 luglio 1492), ed. Diomede Toni, Rerum italicarum 
scriptores (Città di Castello: S. Lapi, 1907), 5 and 29-32; Sigismundo dei Conti, Le storie de’suoi 
tempi dal 1475 al 1510, 2 vols. (Rome: 1883), 134-37 and 88-92; Stefano Infessura, Diario della 
città di Roma di Stefano Infessura scribasenato, ed. Oreste Tommasini (Rome: Forzani, 1890), 
87-88 and 107-19.
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of a vendetta they had with its inhabitants.9 In Bologna between 1396 
and 1465 there are six recorded cases of men and women defiling 
houses of their opponents.10 In the same city, Palazzo Bentivoglio and 
the Marescotti residence were plundered and razed in 1507 and 1508 
respectively.11 In the violent atmosphere around the destructions, other 
houses, palaces and towers suffered attack as well. In the region of 
Friuli, massive plundering and destruction took place during the so-
called Cruel Carnival of 1511.12 In the city of Udine alone, large groups 
of citizens plundered and burned seventeen to twenty palaces in just two 
days. Many castles and rural estates in the larger region also endured 
plundering and destruction.
There is also ample evidence of attacks made against paintings, 
statues, and coats of arms. During the Vacant See, Roman citizens 
traditionally plundered the private quarters of the cardinal who was 
elected pope.13 It was in such circumstances that Aeneas Piccolomini, 
soon to be pope Pius II, lost all his silver plates, books and clothes 
in 1464.14 In 1493, some unknown inhabitant of Florence scratched 
9 Simeoni published the archival documents related to this case in Luigi Simeoni, “Una vendetta 
signorile nel 400 e il pittore Francesco Benaglio,” Nuovo archivio veneto 5 (1903): 252-58. See 
also Peter Burke, The Historical Anthropology of Early Modern Italy: Essays on Perception and 
Communication (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), 98.
10 Curia del podestà, Inquisitiones, busta 269, reg. 3, fol. 23 (1396), busta 313, reg. 1, fol. 54 
(1420), busta 327, fol. 54v (1426), busta 339, fol. 30 (1435), busta 364, reg. 2, fol. 55 (1462), busta 
366, reg. 1, fols 38, 74-5v (1465). Cited from Trevor Dean, “Gender and Insult in an Italian City: 
Bologna in the Later Middle Ages,” Social history 29 (2004): 228. 
11 Giacomo Gigli, Cronica, 1494-1513, ed. Bruno Fortunato (Bologna: Costa, 2008), 129-31 
and 44-49; Leandro Alberti, Historie di Bologna, 1479-1543, ed. Armando Antonelli and Maria 
Rosaria Musti (Bologna: Costa, 2006), 232-36 and 47-59; Fileno dalla Tuata, Istoria di Bologna: 
origini - 1521, ed. Bruno Fortunao and Armando Antonelli (Bologna: Costa, 2005), 509-14 and 
20-29; Cherubino Ghirardacci, Della historia di Bologna. Parte terza, ed. Albano Sorbelli, 2 vols., 
Rerum italicarum scriptores 33, 1 (Città di Castello: S. Lapi, 1915-1932), 370-75 and 78-83. 
12 Edward Muir, Mad Blood Stirring: Vendetta in Renaissance Italy (Baltimore and London: The 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1998), especially 81-109. 
13 Maria Antonietta Visceglia, Morte e elezione del papa: Norme, riti e conflitti (Rome: Viella, 
2013), 61-96; Joëlle Rollo-Koster, Raiding Saint Peter: Empty Sees, Violence, and the Initiation of 
the Great Wester Schism (Leiden: Brill, 2008); Sergio Bertelli, Il corpo del re: sacralità del potere 
nell’Europa medievale e moderna (Florence: Ponte alle Grazie, 1990), 36-54; Laurie Nussdorfer, 
“The Vacant See: Ritual and Protest in Early Modern Rome,” The Sixteenth Century Journal 18, 
no. 2 (1987): 173-89. 
14 Pius II, Pii Secundi Pontificis Maximi Commentarii, ed. Ibolya Bellus and Iván Boronkai 
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the eyes of the statues of the Christ Child and Saint Onuphrius at 
Orsanmichele, while also throwing excrement onto the statue of the 
Virgin.15 Four years later, opponents of Fra Girolamo broke into the 
cathedral and covered the pulpit with dirt.16 That same year, the Medici 
coats of arms were removed from Palazzo Medici, the Church of San 
Lorenzo and elsewhere.17 In 1506, the Bentivoglio family suffered a 
similar fate.18 The Bolognese senators ordered the destruction of all 
Bentivoglio emblems, weapons, and mottoes, whether they were 
painted upon walls, wood, vases, cloth or any other material.
Many more examples of violence towards houses, palaces, towers, 
paintings, statues, and coats of arms are documented in court records, 
diaries and chronicles. Material objects were defiled, plundered and 
destroyed throughout the Late Middle Ages and into the Early Modern 
Period. Attacks were perpetuated by farmers, prostitutes, craftsman, 
merchants, noblemen and knights. Violence towards material 
surroundings was a common practice on the Italian peninsula, to which 
all layers of society participated. 
Research questions and statements
This book examines the meaning of a culture of violence towards 
urban residences in Renaissance Italy, and the relationship between 
this activity and contemporary architectural theory on, and building 
production of, such residences.19 The focus is on the urban residence 
of prominent families as an object of violence, as the building presents 
itself as a specific and special case. 
Violent assault on the urban residence was a special case because 
of the building’s double identity. The urban residence was both a 
(Budapest: Balassi Kiadó, 1993), book 1, chapter 36.
15  Landucci, Diario fiorentino dal 1450 al 1516, 55.
16  Ibid., 147-48.
17  Ibid., 149.
18  Ghirardacci, Della historia di Bologna. Parte terza, 360.
19  I use the word Renaissance in the historical sense, as a time period, exempt from any stylistic 
connotations. I use the word to cover the fifteenth and early sixteenth century, which is the 
chronological scope of this dissertation.
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private and public building; it belonged to the family and to the urban 
community.20 The basic unity of Italian society was the extended 
family, at the head of which stood a pater familias. Prominent families 
lived in properties scattered across the city and its hinterland. Within 
this network, the urban residence served as the gravitational centre of 
the family’s social and political importance. Here, infants were born, 
marriages were celebrated, visitors and friends were received, and family 
members passed away. Handed down from generation to generation, 
the residence also marked the family’s ancestry and lineage. The urban 
residence embodied the family’s social, political and ancestral identity.
The urban residence of prominent families also pertained to the 
urban community. Property ownership within the urban walls was 
a requirement for citizenship. The residence testified of a family’s 
commitment to and participation in the civitas, the city as a social 
and political community, and as a physical artefact. Elaborate urban 
residences, as large and expensive objects, shaped by artistic intentions, 
were celebrated as a sign of the quality of the citizens. Such residences 
represented the civitas. They honoured the city and made the urban 
community proud. 
The double identity of the urban residence, as both private and 
public, made violent assault on such structures highly ambivalent. The 
urban residence was the site to fight conflict and to hit the family at the 
core of its identity. At the same time, assaults made on such residences 
were in a way self-destructive. How could an individual, family, clan, 
faction or public authority defile, plunder and destroy a building that 
made the civitas proud? 
That the urban residence presents a specific case, whose subjection 
to violent assault deserves closer study, is also reflected in the fact that 
such violence, and its relation to the residence’s architectural design, 
was discussed and interpreted in text. The defilement of Cosimo 
de’Medici’s residence in 1446 entered Giovanni Cavalcanti’s Nuova 
opera, a historical analysis of political life in Florence between 1441 
20  I use the words “private” and “public” to refer to (claims of) ownership and not degrees of 
accessibility or openness.
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and 1447.21 Cavalcanti (1381-ca.1451) used the attack to exemplify the 
failure of political life and the immorality of the governing class. He 
also connected the defilement to contemporary notions on architectural 
patronage, envy, anger, magnificence, fame and reputation. Leon Battista 
Alberti (1404-1472) addressed the design of the urban residence as a 
specific question in his architectural treatise, De re aedificatoria, and 
recognized the violent social reality in which residences existed.22 This 
social reality laid contrasting claims on the visual appearance of urban 
residences that Alberti tried to resolve. Paolo Cortesi (1465-1510), in 
turn, considered protection the cardinal’s prime motivation in building 
an elaborate urban residence.23 He separated the cardinal’s patronage 
of a residence from the structure’s civic connotations. The cardinal’s 
patronage was a sign of prudence, not of magnificence.
The first premise of this book is that the thinking behind urban 
residential design in Renaissance Italy incorporated violent practices 
that might be addressed at these structures. Authors, like Alberti and 
Cortesi, defined design principles for urban residences, explaining how 
these should be given architectural form. Both authors demonstrated an 
awareness of the violence potentially aimed at urban residences. This 
book questions how this awareness translated into actual architectural 
design principles for the residence. If urban residences were sites of 
violence, how did patrons, inhabitants and architects consider the 
contribution architectural design could make to the physical, social and 
political integrity of the family?  
A second premise is that answers to such questions were sought 
in contemporary conceptualisations on how sense perception informs 
emotions and human behaviour. In the Late Middle Ages and Early 
Modern Period, sense perception was understood as motivating human 
21  Giovanni Cavalcanti, Nuova opera, ca.1460. Biblioteca Riccardiana, Ricc.1870. 
22  Leonis Battistae Alberti, De re aedificatoria (Florentiae: per magistri Nicolai Laurentii 
Alamanni, 4 Ianuarias 1485).
23  Paolo Cortesi, Pauli Cortesii Protonotarii Apostolici De cardinalatu libri tres (In Castra 
Cortesio: Symeon Nicolai Nardi senensis, alias Rufus Calchographus, Die decimaquinta 
Nouembris 1510).
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behaviour.24 Touch, sight, smell, taste, and hearing were believed to 
inform emotional response and to move bodies towards action. Such 
reflections on sense perception, emotions and human behaviour, I argue, 
formed the framework within which contemporary authors considered 
how the urban residence might affect its potential assailants. How the 
building was seen and perceived, as well as how this influenced the 
spectator’s behaviour, constituted important aspects in the residence’s 
protection against violent attacks. Authors, writing on architecture, 
addressed protection of the residence against violent assault through 
physical means, such as walls, doors, and gates. But this was not their 
main focus of attention. The visual appearance of the residence itself 
was assigned an important role as well. 
As a natural consequence of this, the design principles for urban 
residential architecture, as formulated in text, directly engaged with a 
historical context of violence towards such buildings. This constitutes 
a third premise of the book. Design principles for urban residential 
building in Renaissance Italy can be studied in relation to contemporary 
architectural discourses on proportion, composition and invention. But 
to solely focus on the architectural design of urban residences as an 
architectural question would create a rather reductive perspective on 
the topic. The architectural design of urban residences was first and 
foremost a social and political question, informed by violent assaults 
that such buildings might face.
Finally, the present book asserts that the visual appearance of 
physical, realized residences can be interpreted in a similar light. Not 
only theoretical reflection on the design of urban residences, but also the 
building production of such structures, engaged with a contemporary 
24  Fabrizio Ricciardelli, ed. Emotions, passions, and power in Renaissance Italy: Proceedings of 
the international conference Georgetown university at Villa le Balze, 5-8 May 2012 (Amsterdam: 
Amsterdam University Press, 2015); Christoph Kann, ed. Emotionen in Mittelalter und 
Renaissance, Studia humaniora (Düsseldorf: Düsseldorf University Press, 2014); Peter King, 
“Emotions,” in The Oxford Handbook of Aquinas, ed. Brian Davies and Eleonore Stump (New 
York: Oxford, 2012), 209-26; Simo Knuuttila, Emotions in ancient and medieval philosophy 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2004); Susan James, Passion and Action: The Emotions in Seventeenth-
Century Philosophy (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997); Simon Kemp and Garth J.O. Fletcher, 
“The Medieval Theory of the Inner Senses,” The American Journal of Psychology 106, no. 4 
(1993): 559-76; David Summers, The Judgment of Sense: Renaissance Naturalism and the Rise of 
Aesthetics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987).
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culture of violence. Violent practices towards urban residences appear 
as one of the forces that shaped the visual appearance of built residences 
in Renaissance Italy. 
By studying the meaning of violence directed towards ancestral 
urban residences in Renaissance Italy, and the relation of this activity 
to contemporary design theory and building production, this book also 
opens up methodological questions on how architectural design theory 
and actual, realized buildings in Renaissance Italy can be studied with 
respect to the complex historical reality in which they took form. 
Historiographical Tradition
The study of Renaissance architectural design theory and building 
production, in relation to the historical context in which they took 
form, knows a long history. The following discussion, therefore, is by 
no means intended as a comprehensive historiography of the subject. 
Rather, it is intended to provide an outline of the principal thinkers that 
have shaped the history, and whose works provide an instructive point 
of reference for this study. 
A pivotal work is Rudolf Wittkower’s Architectural Principles in 
the Age of Humanism, first published in 1949 and followed by several 
revisions and reprints.25 In his book, Wittkower set out to illuminate the 
“architectural principles” at the time of the Renaissance. He identified 
two problems central to Renaissance architecture: the design of the 
centrally planned church and harmonic proportion. Two chapters, each 
devoted to one of these topics, framed discussions of Leon Battista 
Alberti’s and Andrea Palladio’s written and built work. As both theorists 
and practitioners, these architects marked the beginning and end of the 
25  Rudolf Wittkower, Architectural Principles in the Age of Humanism (London: The Warburg 
Institute, 1949). A second edition was published in 1952, followed by a third revised edition 
in 1962. The fourth edition of 1988 presented the book in a new format, including a selection 
of unpublished lectures and essays on proportion by Wittkower. The fifth edition, published in 
1998, celebrated the book’s fiftieth anniversary. It contains a preface of 1960 in which Wittkower 
re-emphasized his position and aims he set for himself in the book. Architectural Principles 
in the Age of Humanism (London: Academy editions, 1998). On the reception of Wittkower’s 
work, especially Alina A Payne, “Rudolf Wittkower and Architectural Principles in the Age of 
Modernism,” Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians 53, no. 3 (1994): 322-42.
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period Wittkower took under review. 
In his analysis of Renaissance architecture, Wittkower merged content 
from architectural treatises, contemporary intellectual discussions on 
cosmology, and personal analyses of realized buildings in one system 
of historical interpretation. He thereby largely disregarded the complex 
relationships that exist between historical forces that shape buildings, 
intellectual reflections on architectural design, and the actual design 
and realization of buildings. Wittkower considered physical, realized 
buildings in Renaissance Italy as an expression of shared architectural 
principles, which were accessible through texts, and embedded within 
contemporary worldviews on, for example, the mathematical structure 
of the universe. 
In 1992, Manfredo Tafuri fervently criticized Wittkower’s lack of 
historical analysis in interpreting physical buildings in the first chapter 
of Ricerca dell’Rinascimento: principi, città, architetti.26 Tafuri himself 
wrote history in order to reconstruct the laws of historical dynamics 
that shape social transformations and cultural practices.27 Architecture 
served as a good focal point for such a study as it is the most complex, 
contested and negotiated cultural practice of all. Architecture is subject 
to social, political, technological, economic and juridical forces and 
claims. As such, it has the potential to serve as a form of representation, 
as a means to give image to the contrasting claims of an era.28 Tafuri 
incorporated his reflections on the study of history and architecture 
by focusing on building production across time and place, including 
Renaissance Italy. Within the aforementioned book, individual chapters 
that address different cases, serve to explore the potential of Tafuri’s 
methodology, and represent a continuous search on how to interpret (or 
re-search) the Renaissance.
26  Manfredo Tafuri, Ricerca del Rinascimento: principi, città, architetti (Turin: Einaudi, 1992), 
5. An English translation was published in 2006. Interpreting the Renaissance: Princes, Cities, 
Architects (New Haven and London: Yale University Press in association with Harvard University 
Graduate School of Design, 2006).
27  Michael Hays, “Foreword,” in Interpreting the Renaissance: Princes, Cities, Architects, ed. 
Manfredo Tafuri (New Haven and London: Yale University Press in association with Harvard 
University Graduate School of Design, 2006), xi-xiii. On Tafuri’s method, also Andrew Leach, 
Manfredo Tafuri: Choosing History (Ghent: A&S Books, 2007).
28   Michael Hays, “Foreword,” xi-xiii.. 
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While Tafuri focused on the historical forces that shaped physical, 
realized buildings, other scholars laid bare the complex relationship that 
existed between building production and architectural theory - a second 
complexity largely disregarded by Wittkower. In Architecture in the 
Culture of Early Humanism: Ethics, Aesthetics, Eloquence 1400-1470, 
published in 1992, Christine Smith studied a variety of architectural 
descriptions, written by early humanists.29 By studying these texts with 
attention for the literary tradition to which they belonged, she showed 
how such descriptions and actual buildings served to express larger 
moral concerns and political ideas. Although it was not her aim to 
reveal architectural principles, her study offered a means by which to re-
evaluate such principles based on a more nuanced reconstruction of the 
intellectual discourses that informed architectural thought. Throughout 
the book, Smith uncovered the wide variety of sources to which early 
humanists turned. She argued that the approach of Wittkower, as well 
as others, was flawed in not differentiating between the early and later 
phases of Renaissance architecture. This, she posited, had led to the 
projection of later interpretative models on a time when these did not 
apply, and thus to a very reductive interpretation of early Renaissance 
architecture.30 Furthermore, Smith’s work shows how the study of 
texts might illuminate something of the architectural culture in which 
buildings took form. But they do not provide fixed criteria to interpret 
actual buildings.
As Smith, Alina Payne used the purely textual production on 
architecture to create new insights in the interpretation of architectural 
discourses in the Renaissance. In her book, The Architectural Treatise 
in the Italian Renaissance: Architectural Invention, Ornament, and 
Literary Culture of 1998, Payne studied architectural treatises in order 
to understand how architects tried to reconcile architectural invention 
with the imitation of classical architecture.31 How much license (licentia) 
29  Christine Smith, Architecture in the Culture of Early Humanism: Ethics, Aesthetics, and 
Eloquence 1400-1470 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992).
30 Apart from Wittkower, Smith referred to Peter Murray and his textbook on the architecture of 
the Italian Renaissance. Ibid., xviii-xix.
31  Alina A. Payne, The Architectural Treatise in the Italian Renaissance: Architectural Invention, 
Ornament, and Literary Culture (New York and Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999).
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could an architect afford in deviating from his model to create something 
new? Payne identified ornament as the central topic around which much 
of the debate on license centred. By taking up architectural treatises, 
and considering the dialogue between the texts across time and place, 
she addressed in individual chapters how architects tried to formulate 
their own reflections on the topic. In so doing, Payne addressed the 
relation between architectural theory and building practice with a high 
degree of nuance. She considered the tension between invention and 
imitation, sparked by the ornamental experimentation in contemporary 
architecture, as a catalyst for theoretical reflection. This tension asked 
for a linguistic space in which the forms contrived by man could be 
discussed.32 Texts created separate realms in which architects, and 
other authors, could come to terms with certain questions inspired by 
building production. 
While Smith and Payne studied texts as specific media to cast 
light upon the intellectual field in which Renaissance architecture was 
embedded, or to uncover the sensitivities related to architectural design, 
other scholars have preferred to employ physical buildings or the design 
practice of individual architects as a means to uncover architectural 
principles in the Renaissance. James Ackerman, for example, gave 
preference to an in-depth study of drawings, documents and archival 
sources of individual architects, in combination with their realized 
buildings, to reconstruct their “theory of architecture”.33 In his book 
on The Architecture of Michelangelo, published in 1961, Ackerman 
revealed the architectural principles that guided Michelangelo’s projects 
by analysing the drawn and built material, produced by the designing 
architect.34 The practice of the individual designer itself served to 
interpret his built work. Ackerman’s book Palladio of 1966 included 
more attention towards contextual forces that shape architectural 
production, such as social and economic developments, the cultural 
32  Ibid., 7.
33  On Ackerman’s methodology as a scholar, David Friedman, “James Ackerman (1919-2016),” 
Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians 76, no. 4 (2017): 449-53.
34  James S Ackerman, The Architecture of Michelangelo (London: A Zwemmer, 1961). Followed 
by a second edition in 1986; The Architecture of Michelangelo, 2nd ed. (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1986). 
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interests of patrons as well as rural and urban conditions.35 The last 
chapter of the book, entitled “Principles of Palladio’s Architecture”, 
seeks to formulate the design principles Palladio developed throughout 
his oeuvre. 
Marvin Trachtenberg, in turn, has preferred not to take the practice 
of the individual architect as an object of study, but rather to examine 
broader traditions manifest in the built environment. In his book, 
Dominion of the Eye: Urbanism, Art and Power in Early Modern 
Florence of 1997, Trachtenberg analysed the form and dimensions 
of monumental buildings, streets and piazzas in Florence, in order to 
reveal the mathematical principles that allowed the production of order 
in the pre-renaissance city.36 He then linked these principles, identified 
in the built environment, to other forms of cultural production (such 
as painting and sculpture) and to contemporary theories on optics and 
visual perception. Trachtenberg also addressed deviations from these 
principles in the built environment in relation to juridical, political and 
other contextual forces. The main contention in Trachtenberg’s book, 
however, is that the built environment itself offers a template by which 
to examine the architectural principles that guide the production of urban 
space. He also showed that these principles were shared, understood 
and applied by political authorities, land surveyors, and architects alike.
What Smith, Payne, Ackerman, and Trachtenberg have in common, 
is their interest in the complex relationships that exist between 
architectural design principles, written down in text or derived from 
architectural production, and the interpretation of the built environment. 
Authors write to come to terms with certain questions on architectural 
design, and architects might have certain principles that guide their 
design practice, but the actual realisation of buildings in the physical 
world is subject to a complex interplay of diverse forces. Manfredo 
Tafuri hoped to elucidate such forces through his own methodology. 
This thesis builds upon these traditions, while also introducing its own 
perspective.
35  James S Ackerman, Palladio (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1966). See also Friedman, “James 
Ackerman (1919-2016),” 449-53.
36  Trachtenberg, Dominion of the Eye.
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Unlike Smith and Payne, this book does not focus on textual 
descriptions to lay bare the intellectual field in which architecture was 
embedded, nor does it examine architectural questions of invention and 
imitation. Rather, it focuses on a historical reality of violence as a means 
to access contemporary architectural design theory. Following the 
attention of the authors who discussed design principles for the urban 
residence in text, attention is devoted mainly to the visual appearance 
of residential architecture in Renaissance Italy, and how this visual 
appearance might affect beholders. The visual appearance of actual 
built residences is not analysed in order to discern design principles of 
the architect, nor is it examined with an eye toward the mathematical 
principles inherent in its creation, as Ackerman and Trachtenberg 
pursued. Instead, careful analysis of built residences is performed to 
recognize the culture of violence as one of the forces that shaped the 
visual appearance of actual built residences in Renaissance Italy. This 
force should be situated among the other multiple forces that Tafuri 
individuates in his work. 
The Cases
 
To study the meaning of the violence addressed towards urban 
residences in Renaissance Italy, and the relation of this violence to 
architectural design theory and building production, this book takes a 
double approach. It studies historical cases of defilement, plundering 
and destruction of urban residences, and analyses how such violent 
practices and the design of urban residences were discussed in text. 
The selected historical cases of violent practices include: the 
defilement of the Medici Casa Vecchia in Florence in 1446; the assault 
on the Della Valle houses and subsequent destruction of the Santacroce 
houses in Rome in 1482; and the 1508 plundering and destruction of the 
Marescotti residence in Bologna and the relationship between these acts 
and the plundering and destruction of Palazzo Bentivoglio a few months 
earlier. The textual cases examined are the Nuova opera by Giovanni 
Cavalcanti (written 1441-1447), De re aedificatoria by Leon Battista 
Alberti (written towards 1455, reworked until 1472 and published in 
58 Introduction
1486), and De cardinalatu libri tres by Paolo Cortesi (written during 
the first years of the sixteenth century and published in 1510). 
A number of considerations have guided the selection. First, 
historical cases of defilement, plundering and destruction were selected 
from three different cities. Florence, Rome and Bologna were all 
autonomous cities, and were all governed by their own, unique political 
regimes. Florence had a republican constitution. Representatives of the 
foremost families, defined eligible for political office, were active in 
diverse bodies and commissions for a limited period of time. Rome 
was governed by the municipal authorities and the papal curia. In the 
fifteenth century, the popes had recently returned from Avignon, and 
their political responsibility overlapped with the municipal bodies 
whose members consisted of representatives of the Roman citizenry. 
Bologna was part of the Papal States, and politically dependent on 
Rome. However, within the Papal States, it benefited from a large 
amount of autonomy. Bologna was governed by a local senate that 
collaborated with the cardinal legate as a representative of the pope. 
Again, the senate and other administrative bodies were occupied by 
representatives of the Bolognese citizenry. 
Socially speaking, the cities differed as well. In Rome, the baronial 
families continued to exert power in the city through the clientele 
system. Intricate horizontal and vertical networks tied all inhabitants of 
the city closely to each other. In addition to this tight social structure, 
many newcomers flocked to the city and increased Rome’s cosmopolitan 
character. In Florence and Bologna, the influence of the baronial families 
had been more strongly reduced. Florence was a mercantile and banking 
center. In Bologna, the university attracted learned professionals to the 
city. Despite the different political and social structures, these places 
shared a common culture of violence and justice. By selecting historical 
cases from each city, common aspects and individual characteristics of 
violence towards urban residences can be explored.
The choice of the historical cases of defilement, plundering and 
destruction was also determined by chronology. Each of the cases 
occurred within a time-period of about sixty years. Such a spread allows 
for a historical reconstruction over time, bringing to light chronological 
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distinctions and continuities. During the time period, the political 
system of each city changed. The necessary context for each case is 
given by explaining the political situation in that city at that time. 
Apart from the geographical and chronological spread, the final 
consideration in selecting the three case studies of violent assault was 
the availability of source material. Ideally, the present study would 
include more examples of defiling urban residences. Yet, few cases are 
known, and most concern members of the lower and middle classes. 
Such cases are preserved through court records that contain testimonies 
to solve a crime. The absence of the social, financial and political 
elite in court records should not surprise us. The elites of Italian cities 
rarely turned to the judiciary courts to settle private conflicts. To learn 
about the defilement of urban residences other material is necessary. 
Chronicles and diaries serve as an entry into this world. Some report 
the defilement of ancestral urban residences, but such mentions are rare. 
It seems that defilement of urban residences was only recorded when 
the case was exceptional or served the narrative of the author, such as 
the defilement of the house of Cosimo de’Medici in 1446 which was 
selected as a case in this book.
Instances of plundering and destruction are better documented. They 
are recorded in chronicles, histories and diaries that record the important 
developments in a city. As plundering and destruction often occurred in 
conflicts with a political dimension, it is no coincidence that they are 
better documented in such sources. The two selected cases conform 
to the desired geographical and chronological spread discussed earlier. 
The first took place in Rome during the 1480s. It involves a violent 
attack on the Della Valle houses as part of a private initiative, and 
the subsequent destruction of the Santacroce houses as a punishment 
imposed by the pope. The second case of plundering and destruction 
concerns the Marescotti residence in Bologna in 1508. The attack took 
place just a few months after Palazzo Bentivoglio had been plundered 
and destroyed as well. 
Apart from three historical cases of physical assaults on urban 
residences, this dissertation also focuses on three text cases, in which 
authors formulate reflections on violence towards such residences. 
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Alberti’s De re aedificatoria and Cortesi’s De cardinalatu libri tres 
were chosen as it is widely known that their authors take up position 
on the design of urban residences and also address violence towards 
buildings.37 I first studied the two texts to see whether, and if so, how 
Alberti and Cortesi engaged with the contemporary culture of violence 
towards urban residences. This created new insights into the content 
of the two texts, as well as into the authors’ discussion of the design 
of urban residences. Cavalcanti’s Nuova opera was chosen because 
of the narrative the author creates around the defilement of Cosimo 
de’ Medici’s residence.38 Cavalcanti connects a historical case of 
defilement to contemporary notions on envy, talk and magnificence. His 
narrative opens the way to broad and widespread issues on architectural 
patronage and the negative responses buildings might evoke in an urban 
community. 
The three texts were also chosen as they were written within the 
same timeframe as the historical cases of defilement, plundering and 
destruction, and because their authors lived and worked in those cities 
where the historical cases occurred. Cavalcanti wrote his Nuova opera 
in Florence during the 1440s.39 Leon Battista Alberti started to write 
on architectural topics from the 1440s onwards but only integrated his 
earlier reflections on architecture in a fully developed treatise towards 
1455.40 He most probably reworked his De re aedificatoria until his 
death in 1472. The treatise was published in 1486.41 During the period, 
37  Cortesi, De cardinalatu; Alberti, De re aedificatoria. 
38  Giovanni Cavalcanti, Nuova opera, ca.1460. Biblioteca Riccardiana, Ricc.1870. 
39  Antoine Monti, “Introduction,” in Nuova opera: Chronique Florentine inédite du XVe siècle, 
ed. Antoine Monti (Paris: Université de la Sorbonne Nuovelle, 1989), i-xliv. On Cavalcanti, 
Claudio Mutini, “Giovanni Cavalcanti,” in Dizionario Biografico degli Italiani (1979).
40  Although the composition of the treatise has long been dated to 1452, most scholars nowadays 
agree that Alberti started to write on architecture from the 1440s onwards and started to integarte 
his earlier writings in a fully-developed architectural treatise towards 1455. For the relevant source 
material and scholarly discussion on the topic, especially Christine Smith and Joseph F. O’Connor, 
Building the Kingdom: Giannozzo Manetti on the Material and Spiritual Edifice, Medieval and 
Renaissance Texts and Studies (Tempe AZ: Arizona Center for Medieval and Renaissance Studies 
in collaboration with Brepols, 2006), 192-98. On Alberti, Cecil Grayson and Giulio Carlo Argan, 
“Leon Battista Alberti,” in Dizionario Biografico degli Italiani (1960).
41  The publishing date of 1485, mentioned by the book, is counted according to the Tuscan 
calendar. According to our calender, the date is 1486. See Alberti, On the Art of Building, 
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Alberti frequented Florence, Rome, Rimini, Mantua, among other cities. 
He had studied in Bologna, and also visited the city when working at the 
papal curia. Paolo Cortesi wrote De cardinalatu libri tres in the early 
years of the sixteenth century but died shortly before it was finished.42 
His brother, Lattanzio Cortesi, and friend, Raffaele Maffei, edited the 
manuscript and published it in 1510, only a few months after Cortesi 
had passed away. At time of writing, Cortesi resided in Rome and San 
Gimignano. The Cortesi family also had close connections with the 
Medici in Florence. 
Historical proximity of the text cases to the cases of violence allows 
to create two parallel narratives. The proximity does not serve to make 
explicit historical links between the authors and the cases of attack. 
Cases of assault and theoretical reflections are developed in parallel and 
in relation to one another in order to illustrate how both realms - while 
developing according to their own logic - reverberated with each other.
The texts were also chosen as they belong to different literary 
traditions, and were written by authors with diverse backgrounds. 
Studying such texts in conjunction with one another reveals both 
common and distinct interpretations of the violent acts addressed 
towards urban residences and the relation of these to architectural 
design. Cavalcanti’s Nuova opera is a critical analysis of political life in 
Florence between 1441 and 1447. It takes the victory of the Florentines 
over the Milanese at the Battle of Anghiara as its starting point. Seven 
years of politics are then scrutinized in detail. Cavalcanti belonged to 
an old noble Florentine family, who had lost most of its political and 
financial power by the time the author wrote the book. Alberti’s De 
re aedificatoria is an architectural treatise, in which the author tries 
to create an all-encompassing theory of architecture. As a humanist, 
XVIII. 
42  For the writing process, Francesco Bausi, “La dedicatoria a Leone X del “De cardinalatu” di 
Paolo Cortesi,” Bibliothèque d’Humanisme et Renaissance 58, no. 3 (1996): 644-50; Kathleen 
Weil-Garris and John F. D’Amico, “The Renaissance Cardinal’s Ideal Palace: A Chapter from 
Cortesi’s “De Cardinalatu”,” Memoirs of the American Academy in Rome 35, Studies in Italian Art 
History 1: Studies in Italian Art and Architecture 15th through 18th Centuries (Cambridge, Mass: 
MIT Press, 1980): 64-67. On Cortesi, Roberto Ricciardi, “Paolo Cortesi,” in Dizionario Biografico 
degli Italiani (1983).
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with a wide field of interests, Alberti wrote on mathematics, painting, 
sculpture, architecture, the Italian language, among other topics. He 
also practiced as an architect. Moreover, born a Florentine exile, he 
had experienced life in many Italian cities -- Genoa, Bologna, Rome, 
Mantua, and Rimini. Paolo Cortesi’s De cardinalatu libri tres is an 
advice book on how to be a good cardinal at the turn of the sixteenth 
century. It explains the cardinal how to live as an individual, as the head 
of a household, and as a public figure. Cortesi was a Roman humanist 
with a keen interest in the correct imitation of the Latin language. 
He is most known for his epistolary debate on imitation with Angelo 
Poliziano. These three texts are studied with respect to the literary 
traditions to which they belong and with an eye toward the common 
ideas, as well as distinctions, that differentiates them. 
Structure
 
The following study is divided into seven chapters. The historical 
cases of defilement, plundering and destruction of urban residences, and 
the text cases in which authors reflect on such violence, are discussed 
in five chapters. Preceding these chapters, two additional ones provide 
a contextual and methodological framework. Chapter one lays out an 
interpretative structure to study defilement, plundering and destruction 
as modes of violence towards urban residences in Renaissance Italy. 
Applying a historical juridical perspective, it is argued here that violent 
attacks on residences were means to restore injustices, with the intention 
of shaming and excluding the attacked family, and purifying the site of 
attack from sin. Chapter two discusses late medieval and early modern 
ideas on sense perception, emotions and human behaviour, as well as 
how such ideas were applied to magnificent architecture in political 
literature from the thirteenth century onwards. 
Chapter three focuses on the defilement of the Casa Vecchia in 
Florence in 1446. It reconstructs the assault on Cosimo’s residence, 
and examines the meaning of the use of blood to defile the house, as 
well as Cosimo’s reaction to the assault. Cavalcanti’s narrative is also 
read critically to reveal how the author gave meaning to the defilement. 
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In so doing, an interconnected conceptual field on seeing, envy, talk, 
magnificence and violence is elucidated. The defilement of Cosimo’s 
house is discussed first due to its chronological placement in history, 
and also because it combines a historical case of violence with a text 
case. Chapter three shows the direct relationship that existed between 
acts of violence and reflections on architectural patronage and design. 
In the chapters that follow, the historical and text cases are discussed 
independently in individual chapters. The engagement between the two 
realms is still of primary interest, but is developed more implicitly.
Historical cases of violence are the topic of chapter four and five. 
Chapter four turns to Rome in the 1480s. At the time, the Santacroce 
attacked the Della Valle houses with their armies, after which pope 
Sixtus IV ordered the destruction of the Santacroce residences. The 
chapter draws specific attention to the pope’s intervention and the 
implications of destructive punishments in Rome during the second 
half of the fifteenth century. It also reconstructs how the Santacroce 
recovered from the destruction – socially, politically and architecturally. 
Chapter five centres on the plundering and destruction of Palazzo 
Bentivoglio and the Marescotti residence in Bologna, in 1507 and 1508 
respectively, as well as the afterlife of both destructions. While the site 
of Palazzo Bentivoglio was left empty for over two centuries, a new 
residence for the Marescotti was built with financial support from the 
political authorities. This chapter examines the authorities’ means and 
motivations to encourage or discourage the restoration of destroyed 
residences. 
Chapter six and seven are devoted to the final two textual case 
studies. Chapter six examines the design principles for the urban 
residence that Alberti formulated in his De re aedificatoria. It shows 
how Alberti recognized that the visual appearance of urban residences 
was subject to a fundamental contradiction. To honour the city, the 
family and himself, the patron needed to build a residence that stands 
out. To prevent envy and social dissent, the residence cannot differ 
too much from those of fellow citizens. Alberti’s overall aesthetic 
theory on admiration and beauty provided a solution to this seemingly 
unsolvable contradiction. The book’s seventh and last chapter focuses 
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on Cortesi’s De cardinalatu libri tres and his advice for the cardinal to 
provide the residence with an attractively designed and sumptuously 
executed exterior ornamentation. How and why Cortesi presented the 
design of such a residence as a sign of prudence, and not magnificence, 
is explored in detail.
Taken together, the book’s seven chapters create two parallel 
narratives. The first explores the meaning of violence enacted towards 
urban residences in Renaissance Italy and the implications of such 
violence for their inhabitants. The second narrative traces contemporary 
interpretations of such violence and the relationship between this 
activity and reflections on architectural design. In both narratives, the 
visual and material presence of urban residences is assigned a role 
in violent conflict. The chapters also create a complex history on the 
concept of magnificence, as both a moral greatness of the patron and as 
a characteristic of the building that can affect beholders. The substantive 
charge of the concept shifts throughout the narrative. Contemporaries 
gave meaning to the concept, in words or through their behaviour, in 
diverse ways.
This study draws on and engages with a large body of literature. 
The past fifty years have seen a wealth of scholarship devoted to the 
design and use of urban residences that belonged to prominent families 
in different Italian Renaissance city-states. A number of these studies 
concern detailed reconstructions of individual buildings,43 as well as 
interpretative studies on the relation between (ritual) use and plan.44 
Other studies examine the influence of urban conditions, and the patron’s 
43  For Florence and Rome, see especially the work of Brenda Preyer and Christoph L. Frommel. 
Brenda Preyer, “Non solo facciate: Dentro i palazzi Pazzi, Lenzi e Ridolfi Guidi,” Opvs Incertum 
4 (2007): 7-17; “Two Cerchi Palaces in Florence,” Art, architecture 2 (1985): 613-30; “The 
Rucellai Palace,” in Giovanni Rucellai: A Florentine Patrician and his Palace, ed. F.W. Kent, 
Studies of the Warburg Institute (London: The Warburg Institute, University of London, 1981), 
153-225; Christoph Luitpold Frommel, Der römische Palastbau der Hochrenaissance (Tübingen: 
Wasmuth, 1973). 
44 Gottfried Kerscher, Architektur als Repräsentation: spätmittelalterliche Palastbaukunst 
zwischen Pracht und zeremoniellen Voraussetzungen: Avignon - Mallorca - Kirchenstaat 
(Tübingen: Wasmuth, 2000); Brenda Preyer, „Planning for visitors at Florentine palaces,“ 
Renaissance Studies 12 (1998): 357-74; Patricia Waddy, Seventeenth-century Roman Palaces: 
Use and the Art of the Plan (Cambridge, Mass: Architectural History Foundation, 1990).
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social and political identity, on the building’s design.45 Attention has 
also been given to the interplay between architecture, decorations and 
furnishings to construct meaning in the life of the inhabitants and other 
users.46  Many of these studies have focused on the palazzo specifically. 
Georgia Clarke’s book on Roman Houses, Renaissance Palaces, for 
example, studied how the interest of contemporary architects in antiquity 
translated in contemporary palace design.47 Charles Burroughs’s The 
Italian Renaissance Facade, in turn, engaged fields, such as semiotics, 
to create a more complex reading of the palace’s most public face.48 
This study also builds upon the work of historians and historical 
anthropologists that contributed to a better understanding of the social 
and political meaning of the house in late medieval and early modern 
Italy. These scholars illustrated how patrons used the architectural form 
of their residence as a means to construct and communicate social and 
political identities.49 They also exposed the importance of the house as 
45 Fabrizio Nevola, “Home Shopping: Urbanism, Commerce, and Palace Design in Renaissance 
Italy,” Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians 70, no. 2 (2011): 153-73; Carol M. 
Richardson, Reclaiming Rome: Cardinals in the Fifteenth Century (Leiden and Boston: Brill, 
2009), 263-313; Maureen C. Miller, The bishop’s palace: architecture and autority in medieval 
Italy (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 2000); David Friedman, “Palaces and the Street 
in Late Medieval and Renaissance Italy,” in Urban Landscapes, ed. J W R Whitehand and P J 
Larkham (London: Routledge, 1992), 69-113; Carroll William Westfall, “Alberti and the Vatican 
Palace Type,” Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians 33, no. 2 (1974): 101-21.
46 Sandra Cavallo and Tessa Storey, Healthy Living in Late Renaissance Italy (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2013); Jacqueline Marie Musacchio, Art, Marriage, and Family in the 
Florentine Renaissance Palace (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2008); James 
R. Lindow, The Renaissance Palace in Florence: Magnificence and Splendour in Fifteenth-
Century Italy (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2007); Marta Ajmar-Wollheim and Flora Dennis, eds., At home 
in Renaissance Italy (London: V&A publications, 2006); Tristan Weddigen, Sible Lambertus 
De Blaauw, and Bram Kempers, eds., Functions and Decorations: Art and Ritual at the Vatican 
Palace in the Middle Ages and the Renaissance (Turnhout: Brepols, 2004).
47  Georgia Clarke, Roman House - Renaissance Palaces: Inventing Antiquity in Fifteenth-
Century Italy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003).
48  Charles Burroughs, The Italian Renaissance Palace Façade: Structures of Authority, Surfaces 
of Sense (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002).
49 This line of research is specifically strong in scholarship on Florence. Michael Church, 
“Florentine Palaces, Costly Signaling, and Lineage Survival” (PhD thesis, 2012). https://
digitalrepository.unm.edu/anth_etds/12; Michael Lingohr, “The Palace and Villa as Spaces of 
Patrician Self-Definition,” in Renaissance Florence: A Social History, ed. Roger J Crum and 
John P Paoletti (Cambridge, Mass: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 240-72; Francis William 
Kent, “Palaces, Politics and Society in Fifteenth-Century Florence,” I Tatti Studies in the Italian 
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a protective space for the family that needs to secure its honour and 
reputation.50 
Finally, this book also engages with recent work on violent behaviour 
towards physical objects, and buildings in specific. The rich scholarly 
traditions on iconoclasm (as spontaneous or organised violence towards 
religious representations)51 and on the damnatio memoriae (as a legal 
punishment aiming to destroy physical representations in order to erase 
the memory of an individual)52 have been complemented in recent years 
by multiple studies. Such studies focus on the application of violence 
towards people and physical objects in social and political conflict.53 
They study the application of shaming punishments within and without 
the judiciary system.54 They also analyse the ritual character of violent 
attacks in wars and private conflict.55 These studies constitute the 
Renaissance 2 (1987): 41-70; Richard A Goldthwaite, “The Florentine Palace as Domestic 
Architecture,” The American Historical Review 77, no. 4 (1972): 977-1012.
50  Elizabeth S. Cohen and Thomas V. Cohen, “Open and Shut: The Social Meanings of the 
Cinquecento Roman House,” Studies for the decorative Arts 9, no. 1 (2001): 61-84.
51  For example, Kristine Kolrud and Marina Prusac, eds., Iconoclasm from antiquity to modernity 
(Burlington: Ashgate, 2014); Jas Elsner, “Iconoclasm as Discourse: From Antiquity to Byzantium,” 
Art Bulletin 94, no. 3 (2012): 368-94; David Freedberg, The power of images: studies in the history 
and theory of response (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989).
52  Among others, Elsner, “Iconoclasm as Discourse: From Antiquity to Byzantium,” 368-94; 
Florian Krüpe, Die damnatio memoriae: über die Vernichtung von Erinnerung: eine Fallstudie zu 
Publius Septimius Geta (189-211 n. Chr.) (Gutenberg: Computus, 2011); Fabrizio Ricciardelli, “La 
distruzione della memoria politica a Firenze nel Rinascimento,” Italian History & Culture 13, no. 
135-147 (2008): 135-47; Harriet Flower, The Art of Forgetting: Disgrace and Oblivion in Roman 
Political Culture (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2006); Eric Varner, Mutilation 
and Transformation: Damnatio Memoriae and Roman Imperial Portraiture (Leiden: Brill, 2004).
53  Samuel Kline Cohn Jr. and Fabrizio Ricciardelli, eds., The Culture of Violence in Renaissance 
Italy. Proceedings of the International Conference, Georgetown University at Villa Le Balze, 3-4 
May 2010 (Florence: Le Lettere, 2012).
54  Carolin Behrmann, ed. Images of Shame: Infamy, Defamation and the Ethics of Oeconomia 
(Berlin: De Gruyter, 2016); Bénédicte Sère and Jörg Wettlaufer, eds., Shame Between Punishment 
and Penance: The Social Usages of Shame in the Middle Ages and Early Modern Times, 
Micrologus’ Library 54 (Florence: Sismel - Edizione del Galluzzo, 2013); Antonella Bettoni, 
“Fama, shame punishment and metamorphoses in criminal justice (Fourteenth - Seventeenth 
centuries)” Forum Historiae Iuris, Erste europäische Internetzeitschrift für Rechtsgeschichte 
(2010); Samuel Y Edgerton, Pictures and Punishment: Art and Criminal Prosecution during the 
Florentine Renaissance (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1985); Gherardo Ortalli, “Pingatur in 
Palatio”: La pittura infamante nei secoli XIII-XVI (Rome: Jouvence, 1979).
55  William Caferro, “Honour and Insult: Military Rituals in Late Medieval Tuscany,” in Late 
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background against which this book takes form.
Medieval and Early Modern Ritual: Studies in Italian Urban Culture, ed. Samuel Cohn Jr, et al. 
(Turnhout: Brepols, 2013), 183-209; Ilaria Taddei, “Recalling the Affront: Rituals of War in Italy 
in the Age of the Communes,” in The Culture of Violence in Renaissance Italy, ed. Samuel Kline 
Cohn Jr and Fabrizio Ricciardelli (Florence: Le Lettere, 2012), 81-97; Dean, “Gender and Insult 
in an Italian City,” 217-31; Muir, Mad Blood Stirring; Elizabeth S. Cohen, “Honor and Gender 




1. VIolatIng the urban resIdence:
Frames of Interpretation
Conflict among individuals, clans, families and factions, which 
often expressed itself in violence towards houses, was no exception 
in Renaissance Italy. The political and societal structure of the Italian 
peninsula itself created a climate open to conflict. The peninsula’s 
political structure consisted of individual city-states that constantly 
fought for power over subjects, territory and trade routes.1 These city-
states were governed by a local elite, variably consisting of bankers, 
merchants, nobles, marquises, dukes or popes. Active in diverse 
administrative bodies, the elites exercised political and juridical 
control over the city, its hinterland, and other smaller towns within the 
territory. These elites were also closely knit together in diverse bonds 
of allegiances, whether through commercial obligations, marriage, 
or other forms of relationships. These intricate networks transformed 
the Italian peninsula in a political chessboard where each move by an 
individual, family, clan or faction might cause unforeseen implications. 
1  On the political structure of Italy, and its relation to violent conflict, Patrick Lantschner, The 
Logic of Political Conflict in Medieval Cities: Italy and the Southern Low Countries, 1370-1440 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015); Giorgio Chittolini, “Private Wars at the End of the 
Middle Ages: Notes on Italy and Germany in the 15th Century,” in Political Order and Forms 
of Communication in Medieval and Early Modern Europe, ed. Yoshihisa Hattori (Rome: Viella, 
2014), 109-32; Samuel Kline Cohn Jr. and Fabrizio Ricciardelli, eds., The Culture of Violence in 
Renaissance Italy. Proceedings of the International Conference, Georgetown University at Villa 
Le Balze, 3-4 May 2010 (Florence: Le Lettere, 2012); Philip Jones, The Italian City-State. From 
Commune to Signoria (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997); Lauro Martines, ed. Violence and civil 
disorder in Italian cities, 1200-1500 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1972).
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Not only the political, but also the societal structure, with its focus 
on honour and shame, created a climate of continuous conflict and 
violence.2 The basic unit of society was the extended family with a 
pater familias as its head. The pater familias was responsible for the 
individuals assigned to his care. An injury or injustice, inflicted upon an 
individual, had implications for the larger family, as individual honour 
or shame reflected upon the entire group. Such injuries and injustices 
asked to be restored, and the obligation to restore such wrongdoing 
extended to the larger family, especially its male members. 
In actual cases of conflict, these two realms, the political and the 
social, cannot be separated from one another.3 Violent conflict rose from 
a variety of reasons and included individuals, families, clans, factions 
and larger city-states. As conflict often gravitated around the family, the 
urban residence of prominent families frequently became an object of 
attack.
Individual actions, undertaken in private conflict, are understood 
in this dissertation as means to restore justice. Historians have long 
studied the cultural systems through which people in the Middle Ages 
and the Early Modern Period developed means to restore justice, both 
within and outside an official judiciary system.4 Such cultural systems 
2  On family, honour and violence in Italian society, Jeppe Büchert Netterstrøm and Bjørn 
Poulson, eds., Feud in Medieval and Early Modern Europe (Aarhus: Aarhus University Press, 
2007); Donald Weinstein, The Captain’s Concubine: Love, Honor, and Violence in Renaissance 
Tuscany (Baltimore and London: John Hopkins University Press, 2000); Edward Muir, Mad Blood 
Stirring: Vendetta in Renaissance Italy (Baltimore and London: The Johns Hopkins University 
Press, 1998); Thomas V. Cohen and Elizabeth S. Cohen, Words and Deeds in Renaissance Rome: 
Trials before the Papal Magistrates (Toronto, Buffalo and London: University of Toronto Press, 
1993); Peter Burke, The Historical Anthropology of Early Modern Italy: Essays on Perception and 
Communication (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987).
3  For specific cases, Margery A Ganz, “Perceived Insults and Their Consequences. Acciaiuoli, 
Neroni, and Medici Relationships in the 1460s,” in Society and Individual in Renaissance 
Florence, ed. William Connell (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002), 155-72; Maria 
Antonietta Visceglia, “Factions in Rome between Papal Wars and International Conflicts (1480-
1530),” in Factional Struggles: Divided Elites in European Cities and Courts (1400-1750), ed. 
Mathieu Caesar (Leiden: Brill, 2017), 82-103; Muir, Mad Blood Stirring.
4  Already in 1939, the German historian Otto Brunner studied structures of violent self-help, 
outside of an official judiciary system, in late medieval Austria. He argued that medieval society 
was infused with an extreme sense of justice, but lacked rulers with the sovereign authority to 
impose their monopoly on violence. Structures of violent self-help, such as the feud, not only 
developed, but were also tolerated and institutionalized. Studies on bloodrevenge, the feud, as well 
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offer the historian a conceptual framework from which to study 
contemporary systems of justice, as well as violent practices against 
houses. Such practices were applied both as punishments within the 
official judiciary system, and as private actions outside of it. Violent 
practices against houses were part of one and the same system, aiming 
at restoring justice. To restore that justice, the houses in which the 
wrongdoers lived were targeted. 
The Vendetta and Private War as Extra-Judiciary Forms of 
Conflict Settlement
To settle conflict and restore justice among individuals, families, 
clans and factions in Renaissance Italy, one either turned to the judiciary 
courts or decided to settle the conflict oneself. When conflict concerned 
revenge over a perceived injury, such conflict was legally defined as a 
vendetta.5 
The vendetta was based on the idea that bloodshed should be 
answered by bloodshed, and that any individual has the right (even the 
obligation) to avenge an injury done to oneself or their closest kin. The 
need to take revenge upon a perceived injury was subject to un-written 
social rules. It extended to the family at large, and specifically its male 
as the vendetta have proliferated ever since.  Otto Brunner, Land und Herrschaft: Grundfragen 
der territorialen Verfassungsgeschichte Österreichs im Mitelalter (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche 
Buchgesellschaft, 1973. First published 1939).
5  For the vendetta in relation to the judiciary system, Andrea Zorzi, “Legitimation and Legal 
Sanction of Vendetta in Italian Cities from the Twelfth to the Fourteenth Centuries,” in The Culture 
of Violence in Renaissance Italy, ed. Samuel Kline Cohn Jr and Fabrizio Ricciardelli (Florence: 
Le lettere, 2012), 27-54; Thomas Kuehn, “Social and Legal Capital in Vendetta: A Fifteenth-
Century Florentine Feud in and out of Court,” in Sociability and Its Discontents: Civil Society, 
Social Capital, and Their Alternatives in Late Medieval and Early Modern Europe, ed. Nicholas 
Terpstra and Nicholas Eckstein (Turnhout: Brepols, 2009), 51-72; Andrea Zorzi, ed. Conflitti, 
paci e vendette nell’Italia comunale (Florence: Firenze University Press, 2009); Trevor Dean, 
“Italian Medieval Vendetta,” in Feud in Medieval and Early Modern Europe, ed. Jeppe Büchert 
Netterstrøm and Bjørn Poulson (Aarhus: Aarhus University Press, 2007), 135-45; “Violence, 
Vendetta, and Peacemaking in Late Medieval Bologna,” in Crime, Gender, and Sexuality in 
Criminal Prosecutions ed. Louis A Knafla (Westport, Conn: Greenwood Publishing Group, 2002), 
1-17; Sarah Rubin Blanshei, “Crime and law enforcement in medieval Bologna,” Journal of Social 
History 16 (1982): 121-38. One of the central publications for the vendetta as a cultural system in 
Renaissance Italy remains Muir, Mad Blood Stirring.
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members. A single retaliatory act could develop in endless cycles of 
revenge and counter-revenge.
The vendetta was widely practiced across the Italian peninsula and 
by different social strata. Not only noble knights, but every member of 
society, even prostitutes, had and fought their vendette. Andrea Zorzi 
even defined hostile relations among fellow citizens as an “ordinary 
kind of social relationship”.6 Renaissance citizens divided their 
acquaintances in friends and enemies. Violent confrontations, resulting 
from such hostile relations, occurred throughout the whole body of 
society.  
Whether or not governmental authorities in late-medieval Italy 
accepted the vendetta as a “lawful” or “legitimate” form of conflict 
settlement is a topic of debate among contemporary scholars. For Italy, 
Andrea Zorzi and Trevor Dean represent two opposing positions. Zorzi, 
who studied the vendetta during the twelfth to fourteenth century, argued 
that the legal authorities did not regard vengeance within a vendetta as 
a criminal act.7 He noticed that the vendetta was integrated within the 
judiciary system of the Italian communes, and that it was mentioned 
as an acceptable practice in many statutes. Just a few of these statutes 
contained restrictions and regulations on the practice. Governmental 
authorities would have tried to contain and resolve vendette, but would 
not have punished or repressed them. 
Dean, who focused on Bologna in the late thirteenth to fifteenth 
century, came to different conclusions.8 He acknowledged that the 
statutes of Bologna integrated the vendetta in the judiciary system, 
but, he argued, they were repressive rather than permissive. Dean also 
illustrated how, in practice, violent attacks undertaken as revenge were 
treated as regular criminal acts in court. Avengers were prosecuted and 
condemned for their actions, even if the statutes described the vendetta 
as a legitimate practice. 
6  Zorzi, “Legitimation and Legal Sanction of Vendetta,” 34.
7  Ibid., 27-54.
8  Dean, “Violence, Vendetta, and Peacemaking in Late Medieval Bologna,” 1-17. See also Crime 
and Justice in Late Medieval Italy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007); “Italian 
Medieval Vendetta,” 135-45; “Marriage and Mutilation: Vendetta in Late Medieval Italy,” Past 
& Present 157 (1997).
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The second form of extra-judiciary conflict settlement is the private 
war. Late medieval legal theory distinguished between a public and 
a private war. A public war is a war declared on the authority of the 
Roman Church or a sovereign prince. A war declared on the initiative 
of lesser political bodies, such as nobles, knights, factions or peasant 
communities, is a private war.9 A public war only took place after an 
official war declaration. Such a declaration opened the temporal realm 
of war. In that temporal realm, proper rules and laws were valid. For 
example, during a public war, every individual participating in battle 
could not be accused and condemned for killing, stealing, etcetera, 
as he performed such actions, not as an individual in an illegitimate 
fight, but as part of an army that opposed a common enemy. Unrolling 
banners, as well as carrying swords and fire, were codified actions 
that officially communicated a declaration of war to an opponent and 
opened the temporal realm of war. Private groups often applied these 
actions in private conflict to give their fight an official character and to 
claim the “legitimacy” or “righteousness” of their actions. 
In Renaissance Italy, the phenomenon of the private war was closely 
related to the constitutional development of the Italian city-states, and 
the presence of factions therein.10 In northern and central Italy, the 
urban commune had reduced the power of the territorial nobility from 
the twelfth century onwards. The civitas had asserted itself as a political 
body and had taken control over the city and its wider hinterland (or 
contado). Space for other bodies, noblemen, lords and knights was 
reduced. The civitas recognized no authority but themselves (superiorem 
non recognoscens) and also appropriated the right to levy war. 
Yet, within each city-state, factions also developed who appropriated 
that right. Factions were formed around guilds, neighbourhoods, families 
and nobles.11 Their networks often extended the limits of individual 
city-states. According to Chittolini, however, the city-states, as well as 
9  The definition is borrowed from Chittolini, “Private Wars at the End of the Middle Ages,” 109. 
See also Maurice Hugh Keen, The Laws of War in the Late Middle Ages (London: Routledge and 
Kegan Paul, 1965), 68-81. 
10  Chittolini, “Private Wars at the End of the Middle Ages,” 109-32.
11  e.g. the Albizzi and Medici factions in Florence, and the Orsini and Colonna factions in Rome.
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the factions, did not consider themselves as “privates.” Rather, they 
regarded themselves as an integral part of the commune. They were an 
emanation of the commune itself. If they were forced to fight, it was 
with the aim of re-establishing the legal government of the city. 
As with the vendetta, scholars continue to debate on the “legality” 
or “legitimacy” of private wars. Chittolini, who deals with the question 
across geographical boundaries, argues that different evaluations of 
the question in contemporary scholarship is more related to different 
ideas of what can be considered lawful, than different evaluations of 
the private’s war contents and practices.12 According to Roman law 
and juridical doctrine, the private war was not a “legal” institution. 
Nevertheless, it leaves little doubt that city-states, factions and the 
nobility envisaged the private war as a “right”.13 
The discussion on whether and how the vendetta (understood as 
an ongoing cycle of attacks based on revenge) and private war (as a 
declaration of war, initiated by noblemen, city-states, factions or other 
institutional bodies lesser than a sovereign) were considered legitimate 
forms of extra-judiciary conflict settlement in Renaissance Italy 
continues until today. The discussion is vibrant and far from resolved. 
The question relates to the larger process of the appropriation of the 
monopoly on violence and war by the “state”, a process that is generally 
considered to have taken place over the Middle Ages into the Early 
Modern Period. As the fifteenth- and early-sixteenth century feature 
central in the transition, their contribution to that process will most 
probably continue to stay at the centre of much scholarly discussion. 
In this dissertation, the question on the “legality” or “lawfulness” 
of the vendetta and private war is left aside. Within the context of the 
dissertation, it is more important to know that Italian society knew 
systems of conflict settlement, outside of the judiciary system, which 
were governed by their proper codes and conventions. These systems 
allow to study violent practices towards houses in Renaissance Italy, to 
which we now turn.   
12  Chittolini, “Private Wars at the End of the Middle Ages,” 113-15.
13  This position could be easily transposed to the discussion on the vendetta. 
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Violent Practices Against Houses
Both within and outside the official judiciary system, people defiled, 
plundered and destroyed houses to restore justice. Defiling doors, 
shutters and facades, plundering houses and their goods, as well as 
outward destruction appeared as modes of attack when injuries and 
injustices needed to be restored. These modes of attack were rooted 
in very old traditions.14 Yet, when applied in Renaissance Italy, they 
acquired specific meaning through the social, political, and legal context 
with which they engaged. 
The next section identifies the modes of attack applied in private 
conflict and creates an interpretative framework to uncover their 
meaning and connotations. A number of historical anthropologists have 
already embarked upon the work. They have identified certain practices 
and began to interpret them within their historical context. A broad 
overview, however, is still lacking and the interpretative framework on 
honour they apply only reveals one aspect of these practices. In the 
next section, I create that broader overview by using court records, 
chronicles, diaries and statutes. From such documents, we learn how 
defilement, plundering and destruction were applied and in what context. 
The documents also reveal that violent practices towards houses rarely 
occurred in isolation. They were part of an ongoing conflict in which 
other material objects were targeted as well. 
The criminal law system of late medieval and early modern Italy, 
and specifically its system of punishments, is subsequently used to 
create the interpretative framework that reveals different aspects of 
violent practices against houses. The system of punishments shows 
how defilement, plundering and destruction related to contemporary 
notions of fame and shame, citizenship and community, as well as sin 
and disease. 
14  See, for example, W R Connor, “The Razing of the House in Greek Society,” Transactions of 
the American Philological Association 115 (1985): 79-102.
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Modes of Attack: Defilement, Plundering and Destruction
DEFILEMENT - A first set of attacks concerns defiling the house, 
and more specifically its doors, windows, shutters, and facade. 
Elizabeth Cohen, who studied defilement within sixteenth- and 
seventeenth-century Rome, gathered such practices under the term 
“house-scorning”.15 She defined house-scorning as a kind of anonymous 
ritualized attack against the house that was generally exercised at night. 
Under the darkness of the night, an unknown assailant would spread 
ink, blood or excrement across the facade, throw rocks or stones at the 
wall and shutters, or attach libels and horns to the windows and doors. 
While the gruesome materials leave stains that are difficult to erase and 
the stones impose damage on the house, the libels spread dishonourable 
words in the streets of the city. Further research has shown that such 
attacks were also applied elsewhere in Italy and well before the sixteenth 
and seventeenth century.16 For example, in Verona in 1475, two painters 
covered the facade of a nobleman’s house with obscene figures. They 
acted upon instruction of two other noblemen, who had a vendetta with 
the person involved.17 
The defilement of houses followed certain patterns, and in so 
doing, the attacks transmitted and communicated distinct and specific 
messages. Smearing ink, excrement or blood across a facade or window 
was generally defined in the sources as deturpazione or lordatura.18 
15  Elizabeth S. Cohen and Thomas V. Cohen, “Open and Shut: The Social Meanings of the 
Cinquecento Roman House,” Studies for the decorative Arts 9, no. 1 (2001): 61-84; Cohen, Words 
and Deeds in Renaissance Rome: Trials before the Papal Magistrates; Elizabeth S. Cohen, “Honor 
and Gender in the Streets of Early Modern Rome,” The Journal of Interdisciplinary History 22, 
no. 4 (1992 ): 597-625.
16  Peter Burke addressed some of these rituals in his seminal work Burke, The Historical 
Anthropology of Early Modern Italy. Other scholars that addressed practices of house-scorning 
are, Jacqueline Marie Musacchio, “Adultry, Cuckoldry and House-Scorning in Florence: The Case 
of Bianca Cappello,” in Cuckoldry, Impotence and Adultry in Europe (15th-17th century), ed. 
Sara F. Matthews-Grieco (Farnham: Ashgate, 2014), 11-34; Kate Colleran, “Scampanata at the 
widows’ windows: a case-study of sound and ritual insult in cinquecento Florence,” Urban History 
36, no. 3 (2009): 359-78; Trevor Dean, “Gender and Insult in an Italian City: Bologna in the Later 
Middle Ages,” Social history 29 (2004): 217-31.
17  Burke, The Historical Anthropology of Early Modern Italy, 98. 
18  Ibid., 103-04.
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While blood can be read as a direct threat, excrement seems rather to 
recall contempt. To attach horns to one’s door or window was referred 
to as apposizione di corna.19 Within Italian culture, “showing the horns” 
is a popular insult to refer to the unfaithful behaviour of one’s spouse. 
Libels on one’s door (libelli famosi or affixio cartelli) communicated 
direct verbal messages, and their rhetoric can be generally divided in two 
types.20 One type of libels insulted or threatened with colloquial speech, 
while the other applied a more literary form. The latter could be rather 
poetic (such as sonnets) or more bureaucratic in style (giving the insult 
the appearance of an official statement). Very often, libels referred to 
inappropriate sexual behaviour on the part of the inhabitants. Insulting 
gestures could also be applied in combination with one another.
PLUNDERING - A second type of attack that specifically included 
an assault on the physical structure of the house, is plundering. In such 
cases, larger groups of citizens, composed of family, clan, and faction 
members gathered at night to go towards the house of an opponent. 
They would try to break the doors and walls, enter the house and empty 
it, removing not only mobile (such as furniture, clothes, wine...) but 
also immobile goods (such as doors, window frames, stones, iron...). 
The sources often mention recurring patterns, such as the number of 
200 men, the use of fire and sword, as well as the carrying of standards 
with coats of arms. Plundering or “sacking” could also take on a more 
destructive nature, not only emptying the house, but also destroying it. 
Such attacks could only be done by elite members of society, who could 
activate relations or hire troops to fulfil the assault. The application 
of plundering often took a political dimension, as the cases under 
consideration will show.
Plundering and looting took its conventions from public war. 
In public war, using fire, as well as taking spoils and prisoners was 
legitimate.21 During a siege, for example, individual soldiers could take 
spoils and prisoners, considering them from that moment onwards as 
19  Ibid., 97-98, 104.
20  Ibid., 104-05.
21  Keen, The Laws of War in the Late Middle Ages, 79-80, 92. 
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their private property. When groups of citizens plundered and looted a 
house at night, they imitated the practices of public war. The attack took 
the form of a siege and spoils were taken as part of the victory upon the 
opponent. 
DESTRUCTION - Some cases of outward destruction of an 
opponent’s house were also found. Destruction always took place 
together with plundering and looting. In such cases, the assailants not 
only completely dismantled the house by taking away doors, window 
frames, ironware and wood. They also destroyed the stones, walls and 
roof. To destroy the house “to its fundaments” is often mentioned in the 
sources as a specific intention of the assailants. 
Violent practices of defilement, plundering and destruction were 
rooted in very long traditions of violent behaviour towards physical 
objects. Yet, applied within Italian society of the fifteenth- and early 
sixteenth-century, the attacks acquired specific meaning. Historical 
anthropologists, such as Elizabeth Cohen and Peter Burke, have studied 
practices of violence, and more specifically house-scorning, in relation 
to the “culture of honour” of late-medieval and early modern Italy. While 
their research has created interesting insights in the social meaning of 
the body and house in Renaissance Italy, their approach also presents 
methodological difficulties. The results of their research are shortly 
presented here, before turning to the historical-juridical perspective.  
 An Anthropological Perspective: Damaging Honour
Ever since the 1960s, anthropologists have turned to the concept of 
“honour” as a means to study human social behaviour.22 Honour should 
22  The historiographical tradition took off with the publication by Pitt-Rivers in 1966. Julian 
Pitt-Rivers, “Honour And Social Status,” in Honour and Shame: The Values of Mediterranean 
Society, ed. Jean G. Peristiany (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1966), 19-77. A selection 
of studies on concepts of “honour” in late-medieval and early modern Italy, are William Caferro, 
“Honour and Insult: Military Rituals in Late Medieval Tuscany,” in Late Medieval and Early 
Modern Ritual: Studies in Italian Urban Culture, ed. Samuel Cohn Jr, et al. (Turnhout: Brepols, 
2013), 183-209; Colleran, “Scampanata at the widows’ windows,” 359-78; Dean, “Gender and 
Insult in an Italian City,” 217-31; Cohen, “Open and Shut,” 61-84; Susan Strocchia, “Gender and 
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be understood as “the value of a person in his own eyes, but also in the 
eyes of his society. It is his estimation of his own worth, his claim to 
pride, but it is also the acknowledgement of that claim, his excellence 
recognized by society, his right to pride.”23 Many anthropologists have 
emphasized the intimate relation between the concept of honour and the 
physical person. Each person would have a certain integrity, a certain 
“ideal sphere”. A physical affront implies an affront to honour as this 
ideal sphere is violated.24 
One’s ideal sphere extends beyond the physical body. Violation of 
one’s social circle (wife, children, parents, friends…) or material goods 
(house, clothes, furniture…) could also be perceived as an attack to 
honour. For the dishonour to be effective, the affront should have a 
public aspect. The larger community is the judge who recognizes 
and acknowledges the loss of honour. Furthermore, apart from being 
individual, honour was also collective. A social group of any size, be it 
a family or a nation, has a certain amount of honour. In each case, the 
group’s leader is responsible for the honour of all the members, and an 
affront on one of the members has repercussions for his honour, and for 
the group as a whole. 
When applied to Renaissance Italy, honour creates a conceptual 
framework from which to understand the system of the vendetta. When 
“honour” is damaged, it requires to be restored. What damages honour 
is culturally defined, and for Renaissance Italy, scholars have identified 
the different types of attack that damage honour. A whole series of 
insults (from calling a woman a whore, to comparing someone with a 
Jew) as well as physical attacks (from pulling one’s beard, to wounding 
the rites of honour in Italian Renaissance cities,” in Gender and Society in Renaissance Italy, ed. 
J.C. Brown and R.C. Davis (London: 1998), 39-60; Muir, Mad Blood Stirring; Cohen, Words and 
Deeds in Renaissance Rome; Cohen, “Honor and Gender,” 497-625; Thomas V Cohen, “The Lay 
Liturgy of Affront in Sixteenth-Century Italy,” Journal of Social History 25, no. 4 (1992): 857-77; 
Burke, The Historical Anthropology of Early Modern Italy; Thomas Kuehn, “Honor and Conflict 
in a Fifteenth-Century Florentine Family,” Ricerche Storiche X (1980): 287-310.
23  Pitt-Rivers, “Honour And Social Status,” 21.
24  Ibid., 25-26. See also, for late medieval Friesland, Han Nijdam, “Belichaamde eer, wraak 
en vete: Een historisch- en cognitief-antropologische benadering,” Tijdschrift voor Geschiedenis 
123, no. 2 (2010): 192-207; Lichaam, eer en recht in middeleeuws Friesland: Een studie naar de 
Oudfriese boeteregisters (Hilversum: Verloren, 2008).
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with a dagger) constitute the repertoire of actions that damage honour 
and demand revenge.25 Whether wounds were afflicted to limbs or 
the face, and whether they left permanent damage or not, defined the 
amount of honour that was lost.
In historical-anthropological research, the anonymous attacks of 
house-scorning are generally considered as a form of insult, damaging 
the “honour” of the inhabitants.26 The attacks play on the double 
connotation of “honour”, both as a private property, claimed by the 
individual, and as a public recognition, bestowed by society. The 
house belonged to the extended ideal sphere of the individual and his 
family. When someone attacked the house through defilement, that 
ideal sphere was damaged and honour lost. The attack also included 
the larger community to acknowledge the loss of honour. The attack 
directed itself towards the most public (as in visible) parts of the house: 
the facade, the doors, the windows, the shutters. The attack was applied 
at night, so that the urban community could witness the violation at 
the break of dawn. The attack presented itself as the result of public 
opinion. Especially the anonymous libels presumed to speak with the 
voice of the community or neighbourhood. The rhetoric of such libels, 
using official language from the courts or the Church, reinforced the 
claim that they represented public opinion. Through house-scorning, 
the inhabitant was not only dishonoured by having his ideal sphere 
violated, the loss of honour was also presented as a consensus by the 
larger community and the attack tried to include the community in the 
attribution of dishonour. 
By placing practices of house-scorning within the “culture of honour” 
of early modern Italy, Elizabeth Cohen also tried to reconstruct “the 
social meaning of the house” at that time and place.27 In her analysis, 
she pointed to the analogy made in such attacks between the house 
and the body, and in particular a woman’s body. A woman’s honour 
largely depended upon keeping her chastity, and thus on keeping the 
25  See especially, Burke, The Historical Anthropology of Early Modern Italy, 95-109.
26  Cohen, “Open and Shut,” 61-84; Cohen, “Honor and Gender,” 597-625.
27  Cohen, “Open and Shut,” 61-84; Cohen, “Honor and Gender,” 597-625.
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“inside clean”. As attacks targeted the openings of the house, and as a 
disproportionate number (“perhaps three fourths”) of her cases involved 
prostitutes (or at least unchaste women), the link between the violation/
penetration of the house and that of the female body was easily made.28 
In her reading, “A house did not just stand for its owner’s honour or 
shame; rather, it embodied it. Dwellings needed protection not only 
because they sheltered the virtue of their denizens but also because, 
by proxy, they could “be” the very family that dwelt inside.”29 “By this 
parallel both bodies and houses are enclosures which honour decrees 
must be protected from illegitimate penetration by outsiders. The doors 
and windows of a dwelling symbolically correspond to the orifices of 
the body.”30
However intriguing Cohen’s identification of the house and its 
openings with the female body might be, her interpretation was strongly 
challenged by Trevor Dean who studied similar cases in Bologna.31 
Cohen based her interpretation on the fact that most of the victims 
of house-scorning were women, and especially prostitutes. The case-
studies Dean could recollect from the Bolognese archives, however, 
involved both men and women as victims, who also belonged to 
different social classes. Dean suggested to consider defilement rather 
as a “Face Threatening Act”, a concept developed within linguistics 
rather than anthropology.32 Dean explained how, in their study on 
politeness, Brown and Levinson defined the face as a public self-image 
one tries to protect. These scholars considered that two speakers, when 
being polite, have a tacit agreement in conversational exchange to 
preserve each other’s face. A Face Threatening Act, then, causes one 
of the conversationalists to “lose face”. Dean considers practices of 
house-scorning as such actions. They are a form of communication 
that damages the face of the inhabitants through a combination of 
28  “Honor and Gender,” 609-10.
29  Cohen, “Open and Shut,” 64.
30  Cohen, “Honor and Gender,” 618.
31  Dean, “Gender and Insult in an Italian City,” 217-31.
32  This approach is also put forth in Burke, The Historical Anthropology of Early Modern Italy, 
95-109.
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meaningful images, objects and texts. 
Cohen’s comparison between the house and the female body, through 
practices of house-scorning, thus only partially upholds. Nevertheless, 
her identification of house-scorning, as a means to damage honour and 
have the loss of honour recognized by society, gives one aspect of violent 
practices against houses. The interpretation of defilement as damaging 
honour can also be extended towards plundering and destruction. If the 
house and a person’s physical objects belong to the ideal sphere that 
one tries by all means to protect, the penetration of the house, the taking 
of spoils, as well as the damaging of goods and building can easily be 
understood as a direct and vehement assault on that sphere. Plundering 
and destruction aim at physical appropriation and annihilation, of what 
contributes to one’s honour.
“Honour”, and the way it was developed in anthropological studies, 
nevertheless presents methodological and conceptual problems for 
historical investigation.33 Italians in the fifteenth- and early sixteenth-
century often evoked the idea of “honour”, but how they understood 
the concept does not necessarily coincide with the substantive charge 
attributed to the term by historical anthropologists. At the same time, 
Italians knew a whole repertoire of other words, that related (but again, 
not necessarily coincided) to the concept of “honour” as developed 
within historical anthropological studies. One of these words was 
fama, a category that has received much attention in the last decades in 
historical-juridical studies. As we consider defilement, plundering and 
destruction as means to restore justice, outside the judiciary system, 
the historical-juridical perspective presents itself as another way of 
approaching the modes and meanings of violent practices against 
houses. This perspective allows to better historicize notions of shame 
and reputation, and to integrate practices of violence against houses 
within their historical, social, juridical but also political context.  
33  For a historiographical survey on honour studies, and the methodological difficulties they 
involve, see especially Charles Stewart, “Honor and Shame,” in Encyclopedia of the social and 
behavioral sciences, ed. J. Wright (Oxford: Elsevier, 2015 ), 181-84.
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 A Historical-Juridical Perspective: Shaming, Making Community, 
and Purification
In order to reveal additional aspects of violent practices against 
houses in fifteenth- and early sixteenth-century Italy, we turn to a 
historical-juridical perspective. In Renaissance Italy, such a perspective 
necessarily also includes a political dimension, as the juridical structure 
of the city-states was closely related to their constitutional development. 
When the city-states developed from the twelfth century onwards, 
they appropriated the right for political and juridical government.34 
The urban community wrote the institutional, political and legal 
organisation of the city-state down in statutes. In these statutes, books 
on criminal law were integrated that established for which crimes what 
punishments should be applied. Among these punishments, one finds 
violent practices against houses.
Although each city-state had its own books on criminal law, Italy 
remained partly unified in its legal system, as the statutes departed from 
the same legal corpus of texts, the so-called ius commune, and the same 
legal traditions.35 The criminal law system of individual city-states 
thus shared many elements characteristic for pre-modern legal systems 
in general. All included, for example, punishments that aimed at the 
public shaming and defaming of criminals, or identified crime and sin 
with disease. The city-states also applied punishments that provided in 
the physical exclusion of the criminal and his goods from the civitas, 
the city as a social and political community, and as a physical artefact. 
To study violent practices against houses as punishments within 
official judiciary systems in fifteenth- and early sixteenth-century Italy, 
thus asks for a broad interpretation of these practices within pre-modern 
legal systems in general, as well as how they were specifically integrated 
within the criminal law system of the city-states. This approach allows 
to reveal several aspects of defilement, plundering and destruction of 
houses as means to restore justice in Renaissance Italy. 
34  Jones, The Italian City-State.
35  See, especially, Mario Ascheri, I diritti del Medioevo italiano. Secoli XI-XV (Rome: Carocci 
editore, 2000).
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FAMA AND INFAMIA - A central concept in pre-modern legal 
systems was fama. In Renaissance Italy, fama took up many meanings.36 
Deriving from the Latin word “fari” which means to speak, fama 
referred to the voice or opinion of a social community on one of its 
members. This opinion could be both positive and negative in nature. 
Fama related to the “things people said”, and thus to rumour, idle talk, 
infamy, defamation, reputation, fame and glory. Since it existed in the 
word, a person’s control over his fama was limited.37 Whether good or 
bad fama was activated from an individual’s actions, depended upon 
how these actions were evaluated by the community at large. Once fama 
was structured, it attached to the individual. By behaving honestly and 
respecting socially accepted rules, the individual could try to protect it. 
Yet, in the end, its full control escaped him. 
Pre-modern legal systems incorporated shame punishments which 
specifically aimed at damaging the convict’s fama.38 Famous illustrations 
of such punishments are, for example, derisive actions the convict had 
to fulfil in front of the wider community; such as being stripped naked 
and tied to the pillory in a busy area, having to run naked through the 
streets while wearing a paper mitre or foolscap on which the crimes were 
written, riding an ignominious animal while sitting backwards holding 
36  For recent studies on late-medieval and early modern notions of fama, see C Walker and 
H Kerr, eds., Fama and her Sisters: Gossip and Rumour in Early Modern Europe (Turnhout: 
Brepols, 2015); Philip R Hardie, Rumour and Renown: Representations of Fama in Western 
Literature (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 2012); Thelma S Fenster and 
Daniel Lord Smail, eds., Fama: The Politics of Talk and Reputation in Medieval Europe (Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 2003). For the relation between the notion of fama and the law, see, 
especially, Antonella Bettoni, “Fama, shame punishment and metamorphoses in criminal justice 
(Fourteenth - Seventeenth centuries)” Forum Historiae Iuris, Erste europäische Internetzeitschrift 
für Rechtsgeschichte (2010). http://www.forhistiur.de.
37  Especially Bettoni, “Fama, shame punishment and metamorphoses”. 
38  Carolin Behrmann, ed. Images of Shame: Infamy, Defamation and the Ethics of Oeconomia 
(Berlin: De Gruyter, 2016); Bénédicte Sère and Jörg Wettlaufer, eds., Shame Between Punishment 
and Penance: The Social Usages of Shame in the Middle Ages and Early Modern Times, 
Micrologus’ Library 54 (Florence: Sismel - Edizione del Galluzzo, 2013); Bettoni, “Fama, shame 
punishment and metamorphoses in criminal justice (Fourteenth - Seventeenth centuries)”; Ascheri, 
I diritti del Medioevo italiano. Secoli XI-XV; Gherardo Ortalli, “Pingatur in Palatio”: La pittura 
infamante nei secoli XIII-XVI (Rome: Jouvence, 1979); Antonio Pertile, Storia del diritto italiano 
dalla caduta dell’Impero romano alla codificazione, 7 vols., vol. 5 (Bologna: Forni, 1965), 341-
53; Carlo Calisse, Storia del diritto penale italiano dal secolo VI al XIX (Firenze: Barbèra, 1895). 
85
the tail in one’s hands...39 “Shaming” punishments aimed to expose the 
convict to the community and damage his fama. However, pre-trial 
detention, judicial torture and other (less public) punishments also 
stigmatized an individual and branded him as “infamous”.40 The effect 
of the shame punishment depended on a variety of factors (the specific 
sanction, its public nature, the crimes they reflected, the convict’s social 
status, the institution which imposed the sanction…). Of the institutions 
to impose such sanctions, criminal courts were generally regarded to be 
the most damaging for the social reputation and economic subsistence 
of the perpetrator.41 
The public shaming of criminals aimed at making explicit that the 
criminal had set itself outside of the community, bound by laws and 
justice. Those who overstepped legal boundaries and disrespected what 
tied the community together were shamed in front of and condemned 
by that community. Such shaming punishments took up many forms. 
Among them, we also find defilement, plundering and destruction of 
houses.
According to Antonio Pertile, houses were plundered and destroyed 
on legal grounds in Italy for a variety of crimes at least from the seventh 
century onwards.42 In such cases, the assembled materials of the house, 
as well as the plundered goods, were often sold or incinerated. The 
naked soil was appropriated by the state or offered to the victims. In 
certain cases, houses could not be restored or rebuilt, or the grounds 
could not be cultivated again. 
39  Samuel Y Edgerton, Pictures and Punishment: Art and Criminal Prosecution during the 
Florentine Renaissance (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1985), 65-66; Pertile, Storia del diritto 
italiano, vol. 5, 341-48. 
40  Karl Härter, “Images of Dishonoured Rebels and Infamous Revolts: Political Crime, Shaming 
Punishments and Defamation in the Early Modern Pictorial Media,” in Images of Shame: Infamy, 
Defamation and the Ethics of Oeconomia, ed. Carolin Behrmann (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2016), 77-
80. 
41  Ibid. 
42  Pertile, Storia del diritto italiano, vol. 5, 348-53. For the razing of houses, in combination 
with other shaming punishments, in pre-modern penal systems outside of Italy, Härter, “Images of 
Dishonoured Rebels and Infamous Revolts,” 85-98.
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Having such conditions included, so Pertile argued, illustrates how 
the punishments not only intended to bring economical loss to the 
convict. The open scar of the destroyed house (and in certain cases, the 
commemorative stone with both name and crime of the convict chiselled 
in) should “imprint the perpetual infamy (perpetua infamia) on his 
memory, and keep the example of the convict’s deserved punishment 
constantly alive in the minds of the citizens.”43 
Destruction of houses was applied for many and various crimes, 
and whether or not in combination with banishment. Pertile suggested, 
however, that, in time, the destruction of houses was avoided in 
Italy, especially for minor criminal acts, and for houses in the city. 
Confiscation replaced destruction. The building was put to public use 
or rebought by the convict’s heirs.
In his overview of the history of Italian law, Pertile did not address 
defilement of houses as a form of punishment. To know whether and 
how defilement was applied as a punishment in pre-modern Italy 
requires further investigation. Yet, the Florentine books on criminal 
law, integrated in the city-statutes of 1415, present an interesting case. 
These books contained an article that prohibited the practice of house-
scorning.44 The wording of the article suggests that defilement was not 
only applied by private individuals against private individuals, but also 
by authorities who imposed them as punishments. 
In the statutes, it is written that if 
anyone during the day or night, in the Florentine civitas, 
intentionally breaks the windows, columns or support structures 
of a house, with any kind of iron object, stone or other mode, 
to the disgrace and damage of another (dedecus vel damnum 
alterius) he is fined with 25 libre [...] or if anyone bricks up a 
door opening, or paints on a door, wall, or house of someone, or 
if anyone throws anything indecent (turpitudinem) to the wall 
43  “ad imprimere perpetua infamia sulla memoria di lui, e a mantener vivo costantemente negli 
animi dei cittadini l’esempio della punizione meritata dal reato.” Pertile, Storia del diritto italiano, 
vol. 5, 351. Translation by author. 
44  Statuta populi et communis florentiae publica auctoritate collecta castigata et praeposita 
anno salutis mccccxv, (Fribourg: apud Michel Kluch, 1778-1783), vol 1, book 3, Article 168.
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or door of a house, he is fined with 200 libre [...] except if the 
aforementioned, or any of them, is done acting upon instructions 
of the Podesta, the Capitano, the Priors and Standard Bearers of 
Justice, or anyone else holding a certain office [...].45 
From the exception, formulated at the end of the article, it might 
be assumed that defilement was not only an extra-judiciary form of 
punishment, applied by individuals in private conflict. It was also 
an official punishment, applied by the official authorities, aiming at 
imposing infamia upon the criminal. 
URBAN RESIDENCES, GOODS AND CITIZENSHIP - The 
shared penal system of pre-modern Italy reveals an important aspect 
of defilement, plundering and destruction of houses when applied both 
within and without an official judiciary context. Such practices aimed at 
the defamation of the wrongdoer. The story, however, is not yet finished. 
Violent practices on houses also engaged with notions on citizenship, 
of being part of the civitas, here understood as a social and political 
community, and as a physical artefact. The penal system of Italian city-
states contained several punishments that provided in the criminal’s 
physical exclusion from the civitas. These punishments applied to his 
physical body, but also to his goods, among which his house. Such 
punishments concerned sequestration, confiscation and destruction. 
45  The severity of the punishment is defined by the amount of “fama” that is lost. The complete 
article reads: “Si quis de die, vel de nocte percusserit fenestras, vel columnas, vel bracciolos 
alicuius domus in civitate Florentiae, cum aliquo genere ferramenti, aut lapidibus, vel alio 
modo ad dedecus, vel damnum alterius, ita quod percussio appareat, condemnetur in libris 
vigintiquinque. Qui vero abstraxerit, vel abstrahi fecerit hostium de domo alterius, aut etiam 
lastras, panchas, panchones, chiavistellos, & campanellas, puniatur in libris quinquaginta. Si quis 
vero destruxerit, vel destrui fecerit in civitate, comitatu, vel districtu Florentiae, aliquam domum, 
vel aliquod aliud edificium, vel hostia, scalas, seu assides abstulerit, vel removerit, exportaverit, 
vel aliquod praedictorum fieri fecerit. Et etiam si quis muraverit ostium alterius, vel pinxerit in 
ostio, muro, seu domo habitationis alterius, vel proiecerit aliquam turpitudinem ad domum, vel 
ostium alterius, condemnetur pro quolibet praedictorum, & vice qualibet in libris ducentis, nisi 
praedicta, vel aliquod eorum fecisset, de mandato domini Potestatis, vel capitanei, seu dominorum 
Priorum artium, & Vexilliferi iustitiae, vel alicuius offitialis cognitionem habentis, vel pro de 
novo edificando. Et quilibet ex rectoribus communis Florentiae teneatur ad denunciationem 
cuiuscunque, cum accusa, & sine, & sine solutione alicuius gabellae, & absque alia satisdatione, 
& per inquisitionem procedere suo arbitrio.” ibid. 
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Within the penal system, the civitas developed different forms of 
physical exclusion of its citizens when these had overstepped certain 
legal boundaries. In principle, the penal system of the Italian city-state 
differentiated between three forms of physical exclusion.46 The first, 
confinatio, meant the confinement of the convict’s body in a certain 
place (e.g. prison). The second, relegatio, implied the removal of that 
body from a certain place (e.g. the city and its contado), or temporary 
relegation to another place (e.g. another city). When confined or 
relegated, the convict was excluded from the civic community and lost 
his civil rights. The third form of exclusion concerned banishment or 
bannum.47 When banished, the convict was excluded from both the 
civic and the human community. This implied that the convict lost both 
civil and human rights. He could, for example, be killed without legal 
consequences for the murderer.
The physical exclusion of the convict’s body from the civitas extended 
towards his wider physical presence. Depending on the punishment, 
the convict’s entire property was sequestered, confiscated and maybe 
even destroyed. Sequestration was generally applied as a guarantee that 
the convict would uphold the conditions of his punishment (e.g. stay 
at a certain distance from the city). If the conditions were broken, the 
46  Alison Brown, “Insiders and Outsiders: The Changing Boundaries of Exile,” in Society and 
Individual in Renaissance Florence, ed. William J. Connell (Berkeley, Los Angeles: University of 
California Press, 2002), 340.
47  Milani explained that technically speaking the ban was not a punishment. In his article, he 
referred to Severino Caprioli, who explained that the “ban is not a sanction, rather it is a way 
of compelling someone to fulfil an obligation […] it entails the exclusion of the subject from 
the community, fixed by the judicial body at the end of a trial (for that reason many think it is a 
sanction), and it will last until the obligation is fulfilled.” Giuliano Milani, “The Ban and the Bag: 
How Defamatory Paintings Worked in Medieval Italy,” in Images of Shame: Infamy, Defamation 
and the Ethics of Oeconomia, ed. Carolin Behrmann (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2016), 127. A ban, in 
other words, was a suspension of the protection by the law until an obligation was fulfilled. During 
the time of the ban, the convict lost both civic and human rights. However, when a perpetual 
ban was expressed, the exclusion was definitive. In this case, the ban assumed the value of a 
punishment. “Giuristi, giudici e fuoriusciti nelle città italiane del Duecento: Note sul reato politico 
communale,” in Pratiques sociales et politiques judiciaires dans les villes de l’occident à la fin du 
moyen âge, ed. Jacques Chiffoleau, Claude Gauvard, and Andrea Zorzi (Rome: Publications de 
l’École française de Rome, 2007), 5. For banishment as a legal category and its distinction from 
exile in late medieval and early modern Italy, see also Pertile, Storia del diritto italiano, vol. 5, 
309-41.  
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convict was declared a rebel and his goods confiscated.48 
The different forms of exclusion were based on the idea of the city 
as a sacred space, in which its inhabitants were protected by the patron 
saint.49 Exclusion from the civitas not only meant a loss of political 
and financial privileges as a citizen. It also meant crossing the frontier 
between death and salvation. Beyond the urban walls, one lost the 
double protection of the walls and the patron saint.50 Furthermore, such 
forms of exclusion related specifically to the idea of the civitas as being 
socially, politically, and physically one. When someone was excluded 
from the social and political community, his goods, among which his 
house, were excluded as well. 
When individuals plundered and destroyed the urban residences 
outside of an official judiciary context, their actions engaged with 
notions of citizenship and the city as well. In the attack on the building, 
the assailants made explicit that there was no place for the wrongdoers 
within the social and political community that made up the civitas. The 
house as a visual and material testimony of the victim’s participation in 
the civitas made it a powerful tool to exclude the wrongdoer from that 
very social and political community. In plundering and destroying the 
house, the assailants made the exclusion explicit. 
CRIME AND SIN - There is one final aspect that needs to 
be addressed to fully understand the modes and meanings of violent 
practices against houses, as means to restore justice both within and 
outside the official judiciary system. In pre-modern legal systems, sinful 
and criminal behaviour was often compared with physical disease, 
something that was infectious and could spread to the larger community. 
To “avoid pollution and contagion” was often evoked as one of the 
48  Alison Brown found that, in Florence, the strict division between punishments for rebels and 
non-rebels faded by the end of the fifteenth century. Non-rebels were more and more threatened 
with the confiscation of property (instead of sequestration) and goods were confiscated even before 
the official declaration of rebellion had been made. Brown, “Insiders and Outsiders,” 350-58.
49  Ibid., 37-39. 
50  Ibid., 337-83. Brown argues that the mental frontier of the community expanded beyond the 
urban walls during the fifteenth century. The sacred space from which criminals were excluded 
extended towards the larger territory of the city-state.
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primary and most extensive arguments why laws were needed.51 The 
purpose of severe punishments was to prevent further contamination 
of sinful behaviour, from one individual towards the other and to the 
larger community.
Such ideas on disease, pollution and contamination also shaped the 
symbolical meanings of punishments. Destruction of houses not only 
served to shame, defame, and exclude, it also aimed at the eradication 
of sin and the purification of the site. The Florentine statutes of 1415, 
for example, make the connotation of destruction as eradication and 
purification explicit. As in other Italian city-states, the Florentine statutes 
imposed sequestration, confiscation and destruction of goods (i.e. the 
convict’s entire property, both mobile and immobile) as punishments 
in general. But for a number of cases, the statutes specifically imposed 
that houses (domus) should be destroyed to their fundaments (funditus 
destruatur) or be burned down (comburi),52 sometimes also prohibiting 
that the house would ever be rebuilt (nullo reficiendi tempore).53 
The articles in which such instructions were found, imposed to 
destroy houses in which certain criminal acts had taken place, or in 
which criminals were received. For example, the statutes ordered to 
destroy houses where heretics assembled, where conspiracies against 
the state were forged, where someone was held against their will, or 
where assassins were received and given shelter. That the complete 
destruction was imposed for houses, in which crimes had taken place, 
or where criminals were received, shows that the authorities hoped 
to eradicate the root of sin and purify the site. Such eradication and 
purification could only take place through a complete annihilation 
of the physical structure standing on the location. The house “to its 
fundaments” needed to be destroyed. 
Studying defilement, plundering and destruction of houses from 
a historical-juridical perspective allows to reveal different aspects, 
activated when individuals and groups applied such actions in private 
51  Dean, Crime and Justice in Late Medieval Italy, 87-91.
52  Statuta populi et communis florentiae, vol 1, book 3, articles 40, 64, 113, 15, 24, 27.
53  Ibid., vol 1, book 3, article 40.
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conflict. Defilement, plundering and destruction aimed at defaming and 
shaming the victim, and in so doing, making his exclusion from the 
community explicit. The political and juridical structure of Renaissance 
Italy, consisting of individual city-states that fostered a close connection 
between the physical, social and political structure of the civitas, added 
an additional layer of meaning to such violent practices. Plundering 
and destruction of goods and property served to exclude the wrongdoer 
from the civitas as a social and political community, and as a physical 
artefact. Destruction could also be understood as an act of purification 
and eradication of sin. 
Apart from unravelling different aspects, the historical-juridical 
perspective also sheds light upon the means with which certain attacks 
were undertaken. To illustrate this, the present section finishes by 
considering the application of fire in violent practices against houses. 
As mentioned before, Elizabeth Cohen studied the practices of house-
scorning in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Rome.54 Most of the 
court cases she collected from the Roman archives involved prostitutes 
(or at least unchaste women). To attack the house, the door had often 
been set on fire. 
The books on criminal law in the Roman statutes show that 
Cohen came across a specific variety of shaming practices. Under the 
pontificate of Alexander VI (1492-1503), an article had been added 
to the statutes, entitled “On the arsonists of prostitute’s doors.”55 The 
article strongly forbade setting fire to the door of a prostitute’s house 
(ad ostia meretricum ignem immittunt) prescribing punishments such 
as stigmatization in the face, permanent exile (exilium perpetuum), 
torture or incarceration according to the social status of the criminal. 
54  Cohen, “Open and Shut,” 61-84; Cohen, Words and Deeds in Renaissance Rome: Trials before 
the Papal Magistrates; Cohen, “Honor and Gender,” 597-625.
55  “De incendiariis ostiorum meretricum.” S.P.Q.R. Statuta et nouae reformationes vrbis 
Romae, eiusdemque varia priuilegia a diuersis Romanis pontificibus emanata in sex libros diuisa 
nouissime compilata,  (Rome: In regione Parionis per magistrum Stephanum Guillireti ... 1523), 
book 4, article 23. Translation by author. The local variety of house-scorning, the weak social 
position of prostitutes as well as the danger of fire for a city, partially explain why Cohen’s cases, 
found in the Roman archives, predominantly concerned prostitutes.
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The article continued with more general examples of house-scorning, 
addressed towards “honourable people” (honestarum personarum). 
The connection between prostitution, and its punishment by fire, 
was thus explicit. Fire was only used in house-scorning when the 
victim concerned a prostitute. The direct connection between fire and 
improper sexual behaviour can be understood from the Old Testament. 
In Genesis 19, the story is told how the inhabitants of Sodom threatened 
Lot to hand over the foreigners he had welcomed in his house, so they 
could have sex with them. In demanding the act, the Sodomites both 
violated the laws on hospitality and on proper sexual behaviour. In the 
story, God punished the Sodomites for the violations by burning their 
city to the ground. 
The divine punishment lived on in late medieval and early modern 
systems of justice, and was also transposed onto the sinners’ houses. 
We have seen that the Florentine statutes imposed to destroy houses, in 
which certain crimes had taken place. When these concerned the houses 
of sodomites, the statutes specifically mentioned to burn them to the 
ground (comburi).56 Bernardino of Siena often evoked punishment by 
fire while preaching. In one of his sermon notes, he reminded himself to 
record the case of Cardinal Gabriel Condulmier, who, as a papal legate 
of Bologna, had burned three sodomites at the stake and had ordered 
to destroy their houses as well, never to be rebuilt in aeternum.57 The 
means with which violent attacks were undertaken upon houses within 
and without an official judiciary system were culturally defined. The 
patterns of violent practices made certain connotations explicit.
56  Statuta populi et communis florentiae, vol 1, book 3, article 115.
57  Case mentioned in Franco Mormando, The Preacher’s Demons: Bernardino of Siena and the 
Social Underworld of Early Renaissance Italy (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago 
Press, 1999), 152-53.
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Fig. 3 The destruction of Sodom by fire. Woodcut from Hartmann Schedel, Schedel’schen 




2 WorkIng WIth the senses: 
Inspiring Admiration in the Beholder
In the Late Middle Ages and Early Modern Period, sense perception 
was believed to motivate emotional response and guide bodies towards 
action. Such ideas on sense perception, emotions and human behaviour 
provided the intellectual background for contemporaries to reflect on 
the impact buildings might have on the beholder. Reflections on seeing 
buildings and the effect this might have can be traced back in political 
literature to the thirteenth century. At this time, authors of political 
advice books encouraged monarchical rulers to build a “magnificent 
residence”, as such a building would inspire admiration in the beholder, 
lead him towards submission and respect, and prevent the residence 
from being violated.
Late medieval and early modern models of human understanding 
and behaviour, as well as the tradition on magnificent buildings and 
their effects, allow to study how authors in Renaissance Italy conceived 
the interaction between beholders and buildings, as well as how they 
reflected on the architectural design of urban residences. This chapter 
explains such models of human understanding and behaviour, and also 
studies how the relation between seeing, magnificence, admiration and 
protection took form in discussions on the ruler’s residence.
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Sense Perception, Emotions and Human Behaviour in the Late 
Middle Ages and Early Modern Period
Late medieval and early modern models of human understanding 
differentiated between abstract modes of reflection, performed by an 
immaterial mind or soul, and physical modes of reflection, performed 
in the brain.1 The latter kind of reflection explained how information, 
perceived through the senses, was processed in the brain, as well as 
how sense perception informed emotions and behaviour. Humans 
shared the realm of emotions and behavioural response with animals, 
as the assessment was done by the material faculties of the brain. While 
humans were capable of both kinds of reflection, because they possessed 
a material and immaterial mind, animals were only capable of physical 
reflection, because they lacked the immaterial mind or soul. 
Many models on how sensory information was processed in the 
brain circulated in the Late Middle Ages and Early Modern Period. The 
version created by the philosopher and physician Avicenna (ca.980-
1037) seems to have had the most influence in the Christian world and 
allows to explain the basic mechanisms of these models.2 According to 
Avicenna, sensory information was processed in the brain through five 
1  For late medieval models, see Anthony J Lisska, Aquinas’s Theory of Perception: An Analytic 
Reconstruction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016); Martin Pickavé, “Human Knowledge,” 
in The Oxford Handbook of Aquinas, ed. Brian Davies and Eleonore Stump (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2012), 311-26; Simon Kemp, Cognitive Psychology in the Middle Ages 
(Westport, Conn: Greenwood Press, 1996); Leen Spruit, Species intelligibilis: From Perception to 
Knowledge, 2 vols., vol. 2: Renaissance Controversies, Later Scholasticism, and the Elimination 
of the Intelligible Species in Modern Philosophy (Leiden: Brill, 1995); ibid.; Species intelligibilis: 
From Perception to Knowledge, 2 vols., vol. 1: Classical Roots and Medieval Discussions (Leiden: 
Brill, 1994); Simon Kemp and Garth J.O. Fletcher, “The Medieval Theory of the Inner Senses,” 
The American Journal of Psychology 106, no. 4 (1993): 559-76; Norman Kretzmann, “Philosophy 
of Mind,” in The Cambridge Companion to Aquinas, ed. Norman Kretzmann and Eleonore Stump 
(Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 128-59. For reflections on the 
topic in the Renaissance, John Shannon Hendrix and Charles H Carman, Renaissance Theories of 
Vision (Farnham: Ashgate, 2010); Branko Mitrovic, Serene Greed of the Eye: Leon Battista Alberti 
and the Philosophical Foundations of Renaissance Architectural Theory (München: Deutscher 
Kunstverlag, 2005); David Summers, The Judgment of Sense: Renaissance Naturalism and the 
Rise of Aesthetics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987); Robert Klein, “’Giudizio’ et 
‘Gusto’ dans la théorie de l’art au Cinquecento,” Rinascimento 2, no. 1 (1961): 105-16.
2  Kemp and Fletcher, “The Medieval Theory of the Inner Senses,” 562.
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Fig. 4 Human understanding through sense perception 
according to Johann Romberch. From Johann Host von 
Romberch, Congestorium artificiose memorie...omnium de 
memoria preceptiones aggregatim complectens (Venice: per 
Melchiorem Sessam, 1533), f.12r. ©Welcome Collection. CC 
BY 4.0.
inner senses or faculties.3 All sensory information first arrives in the 
common sense (sensus communis). This common sense differentiates 
the modalities of perception (e.g. sight from taste) and also compares 
information, using images stored in the imagination (imaginatio). At 
this stage, the brain also produces mental images that are then combined 
and interpreted by a number of other faculties. 
The cogitative faculty (vis cogitativa) combines individual images, 
making new forms. It allows human beings to envision things they had 
never seen before. The example commonly used is that of a golden 
mountain. The estimative faculty (vis aestimativa) is able to extract 
meaning or significance of the images for the organism in question. 
Such meanings or significances could be either instinctive (e.g. sheep 
instinctively fear wolves) or could be learned associatively (e.g. a dog 
beaten by a stick will dread that stick in the future). Both the cogitative 
3  Ibid., 562-65.
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and estimative faculty use images stored in the memory (memoria) to 
interpret the images received through sense perception. 
Avicenna’s model only presents one way of reconstructing mental 
processes based on sense perception. A great number of late medieval 
and Renaissance thinkers studied the topic and created their own 
models, mostly as a variety upon the one presented above.
Avicenna’s model of human understanding explains how sensory 
information is processed by the brain and also provides the scientific 
background for the realm of emotions. In the Late Middle Ages and 
Early Modern Period, emotions were defined as passions of the soul 
(passiones in Latin). 4 These were powerful feelings that manifest 
themselves in the body. These feelings arise because people asses their 
surroundings as being advantageous or harmful to their personal state. 
The assessment is done based on information perceived through sense 
perception. Such assessments are not merely a matter of realizing that 
things were advantageous or harmful. They are emotions (ex-movere) 
that manifest themselves physically in the body and move subjects 
towards certain behaviour. They cause facial expressions, make bodies 
tremble and blush, turn faces pale. For example, when people see a wolf 
showing his teeth, they evaluate the harm he might do to them, feel fear, 
tremble and flee. 
 
Beholders and Buildings: The Discourse on Seeing 
Magnificence
Late medieval and early modern ideas on sense perception, emotions 
and human behaviour allow to understand how the visual impact of 
buildings upon the beholder was conceptualized in contemporary 
4  Virginia Langum, Medicine and the Seven Deadly Sins in Late Medieval Literature and Culture 
(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016); Fabrizio Ricciardelli, ed. Emotions, passions, and power 
in Renaissance Italy: Proceedings of the international conference Georgetown university at Villa 
le Balze, 5-8 May 2012 (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2015); Christoph Kann, ed. 
Emotionen in Mittelalter und Renaissance, Studia humaniora 44 (Düsseldorf: Dup, 2014); Peter 
King, “Emotions,” in The Oxford Handbook of Aquinas, ed. Brian Davies and Eleonore Stump 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 209-26; Simo Knuuttila, Emotions in ancient and 
medieval philosophy (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2004); Susan James, Passion and Action: The 
Emotions in Seventeenth-Century Philosophy (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997).
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literature. At least from the thirteenth century onwards, authors of 
political advice books emphasized the effect “magnificent buildings” 
have on the beholder by the way they are seen. The emotional, 
intellectual and mystical response to which they turned to explain this 
effect was admiration.
 Magnificence and Admiration
The relation between magnificence and admiration can be traced 
back to Aristotle’s Nicomachean ethics. In this work, Aristotle defined 
magnificence as a virtue belonging to the rich.5 The magnificent 
man knows how to spend large amounts of money fittingly on great 
achievements. According to Aristotle, magnificent patronage, and the 
achievements that result from it, evoke admiration (thaumastós) in the 
beholder when looked upon (theōría).6 Among such achievements, 
Aristotle also enumerated buildings. 
As a response upon seeing something, admiration presents a specific 
case. Apart from an emotional response, it is also an intellectual, 
psychological and mystical one. In philosophical tradition, wonder 
and admiration (thaúma), triggered by something seen, had long been 
considered the origin of contemplation (theōria).7 Both Aristotle and 
Plato believed this to be the case, yet they developed quite different 
positions. To Aristotle, a viewing subject could potentially perceive 
everything unknown in the world with wonder; Whether wonder 
5  Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, IV.2 (1122a-1123a).
6  Ibid.
7  During the 4th century BC, Aristotle and Plato defined their practice of philosophy as a form 
of theōría. At the time, the word was used to describe journeys or pilgrimages to unknown 
destinations for the purpose of seeing, as an eye-witness, divine manifestations in religious 
events and spectacles. From the outset of Western philosophy, philosophy was conceptualized 
as a form of seeing, wondering and wandering. Andrea Wilson Nightingale, “On Wandering and 
Wondering: “Theôria” in Greek Philosophy and Culture,” Arion: A Journal of Humanities and 
the Classics 9, no. 2 (2010): 23-58. For the role of wonder in Plato and Aristotle’s philosophy, 
Christine Hunzinger, “Wonder,” in A Companion to Ancient Aesthetics, ed. Pierre Destrée and 
Penelope Murray (Chicester: John Wiley & Sons, 2015), 422-37; Stefan Matuschek, Über das 
Staunen: eine ideengeschichtliche Analyse (Tübingen: Niemeyer, 1991), 8-23. For the connection 
between wonder and vision, Indra Kagis McEwen, Socrates’ Ancestor: An Essay on Architectural 
Beginnings (Cambridge and London: MIT Press, 1993), 20-22.
100 Working with the Senses
would initiate contemplation depends on the intellectual capacities of 
the unknowing subject, who needs to overcome wonder by seeking 
causal relations in what he sees. Aristotle considered wonder both as 
a mechanism for acquiring knowledge and as a pleasure in itself. It is 
human nature to enjoy the experience of wonder at what we see and to 
think about the causes of that wonder. 
Plato, on the other hand, was convinced that the sight of something 
that captures the spectator with wonder triggers his memory of the 
“Forms”.8 Instead of overcoming wonder by learning causal relations, 
Platonic wonder accompanies the philosopher in his journey towards 
true knowledge. This notion of wonder is more closely related to 
feelings of awe and reverence than puzzlement. In true contemplation, 
the moment in which one beholds the Forms behind the appearances 
of the physical world, the subject enters a climactic state of wonder 
(ekplêttein as verb in Greek, ékplêxis as substantive).
Beginning in the early Christian period, these classical philosophical 
traditions were reinterpreted within Christian theology. In the third 
century, Plotinus had developed Plato’s model of wonder in a 
hierarchised cosmology, stating that the soul through ékplêxis comes in 
contact with its true origin.9 Christian authors, such as Augustine (354-
430) and Richard de Saint Victor (d.1137), considered the intensification 
of wonder (admiratio in Latin) as a pending revelation of truth and as 
a means of approaching the divine.10 Increasing admiration brought the 
8  Plato’s position towards concrete physical vision in the acquisition of knowledge is highly 
complex and beyond the scope of this dissertation. However, in Phaedrus, Plato did state that 
the vision of physical beauty gives direct and immediate access to the perception of the ‘Form of 
Beauty’. Plato, Phaedrus, 250. I would like to thank Hannah Gründler for directing my attention 
towards this passage of Plato’s work.
9  Matuschek, Über das Staunen, 46-71.
10 Augustine developed his thoughts on the role of admiration for the visio Dei in the Confessiones, 
De quantitate animae, Enarrationes in Psalmum XLI, among other texts. Ibid., pp. 59-62. While 
Augustine addressed admiration in fragments throughout his work, Richard de Saint Victor 
systemized his considerations into a comprehensive theory on contemplation. His ‘theory of 
contemplation’ can be reconstructed from De gratia contemplationis (or Benjamin major). Ibid., 
59-64. Here he wrote that “by the greatness of wonder (magnitudine admirationis) the human soul 
is led above itself when, as it is irradiated by divine light (divino lumine irradiata) and suspended 
in wonder at supreme beauty (in summae pulchritrudinis admiratione suspensa), it is shaken with 
such overpowering awe (stupore) that it is altogether driven out of its normal state.” Cited from 
Stephen C Jaeger, “Richard of St. Victor and the Medieval Sublime,” in Magnificence and the 
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pious Christian closer to his Creator. The Latin word stupor became 
used to describe the state of rapture in which such a mystical experience 
of the divine was felt.11 
Thomas Aquinas (ca.1225-1274), oscillating between Aristotelian 
and Neoplatonic thought, confirmed Aristotle’s view that the unknowing 
subject seeks causal relations when seeing something wonderful 
(admirabilis). Yet, differentiating between a relative and absolute 
notion of wonder, he declared that some causes would remain unknown 
for everyone. In such manifestations of divine presence (miraculum), 
men are confronted with their own ignorance and necessary humility 
towards God.12 
Magnificence as Protection 
While it might be assumed that magnificence, and the admiration 
it evokes in the beholder, was operative as an aesthetical principle 
in architecture for a very long time,13 reflections on its mechanisms 
in writing can be traced back in political literature to the thirteenth 
century. At that time, Aristotle’s Nicomachean ethics and Politics 
were provided to the Latin West in new translations. A cross-reading 
of the texts encouraged reflections on the effect of admiration on the 
beholder, when he sees something magnificent, as well as the purpose 
this effect might serve. The authors addressed admiration in terms of 
the philosophical traditions sketched above; as a kind of puzzlement 
that needs to be overcome, or as a feeling of awe and reverence. 
Robert Grosseteste (died 1253) brought magnificence back in the 
Sublime in Medieval Aesthetics: Art, Architecture, Literature, Music, ed. Stephen C Jaeger (New 
York: Palgrave Macmilan 2010), 160.
11  The word stupor was used differently in models of knowledge that continued upon Aristotle’s 
lead. Thomas Aquinas, for example, considered stupor as the emotional state that interrupts any 
rational reflection. Stupor prevents the unknowing subject to judge and reflect. It is the hindrance 
of philosophical thinking. Matuschek, Über das Staunen, 68.
12  Ibid., 69-70.
13  Paul Binski, Gothic wonder: art, artifice and the decorated style, 1290-1350 (New Haven, 
Conn: Yale University Press, 2014); Dale Townshend, ed. Terror and Wonder: the Gothic 
imagination (London: British Library, 2014); Stephen C Jaeger, ed. Magnificence and the Sublime 
in Medieval Aesthetics: Art, Architecture, Literature, Music (New York: Palgrave Macmilan 2010).
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focus of scholastic authors when he provided the Latin West with a 
new translation of the Nicomachean ethics in the 1240s. Yet, it was 
especially De politica which encouraged reflections on the effect 
magnificent buildings might have on the beholder. In De politica, 
Aristotle had hinted at the political advantage of magnificent patronage 
for oligarchical regimes. In the translation of William of Moerbeke 
(ca.1215-1286), the relevant passage reads as follows: 
It makes sense, however, that those offering sacrifices make 
them magnificent and provide something communal, so that the 
people participate in what surrounds the festivities and, looking 
(videns) on the city adorned here with what is suspended above 
(sursum suspensis), there with buildings, they take joy that the 
state survives.14 
Aristotle explained the advantage of magnificent festivities and 
buildings for the political stability of the community in general terms. 
When people see the magnificent sacrifices and communal investments, 
they rejoice and support the regime. 
In his commentary upon De politica, as translated by Moerbeke, 
Albert the Great (ca.1200-1280) presented the effect of the magnificent 
festivities and buildings in terms of the admiration they evoke.15 He 
commented upon the above-cited passage: 
And from all these things he gives one reason, namely 
that the people on seeing magnificence and splendour in all of 
14  “Congruit autem sacrificia immittentes facere magnifica et praeparare aliquid communium, 
ut hiis quae circa convivationes participans populus et civitatem videns armatam haec quidem 
sursum suspensis, haec autem aedificiis, gaudens videat manentem politiam.” William of 
Moerbeke, Aristotelis Politicorum libri octo; cum vetusta translatione Guilelmi de Moerbeka, 
ed. F. Susemihl (Leipzig: Teubner, 1872), 484. English translation cited from Christine Smith and 
Joseph F. O’Connor, Building the Kingdom: Giannozzo Manetti on the Material and Spiritual 
Edifice, Medieval and Renaissance Texts and Studies (Tempe AZ: Arizona Center for Medieval 
and Renaissance Studies in collaboration with Brepols, 2006), 247. [In Smith’s Latin transcription 
armatam is transcribed - and thus also translated - as ornatam. Since this word-use seems more 
logical, I have followed this transcription and translation in the interpretation.]
15  Smith and O’Connor, Building the Kingdom, 247-54; Spilner, “Giovanni di Lapo Ghini,” 
458, note 28.
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this (videns magnificentiam in his omnibus et splendorem), is 
suspended through admiration (suspensus per admirationem), 
so that they desire such foremost citizens to rule.16 
Albert the Great thus created a textual link between magnificence, 
respect for political rule, ànd admiration. By using the expression 
“suspended through admiration,” Albert the Great also hinted at the 
emotional, intellectual and psychological effect that is caused by seeing 
something magnificent. The magnificence and splendour “suspend” 
the beholder “through admiration”. This intellectual and psychological 
reaction, in turn, leads to respect for political rule. 
The link between magnificence, admiration, and respect for political 
rule was soon perpetuated in the mirrors of princes’ genre, where its 
mechanisms were specifically applied to the ruler’s residence. Mirrors 
of princes (specula principum) is a modern denomination for literary 
works in which political ideas are communicated in the form of advice 
to a ruler.17 Such texts were written as short letters addressed to a 
prince, as carefully structured and organized treatises, as well as large 
annotated compilations of different texts. The genre was very popular 
throughout the Middle Ages and the Renaissance. Mirrors of princes 
presented ideas on political rule and more than once included advice on 
what kind of residence a ruler should inhabit.18  
16  “Et omnium horum dicit unam causam, quod scilicet populus videns magnificentiam in his 
omnibus et splendorem, est suspensus per admirationem, ita ut cupiat regnare tales principes.” 
Albertus Magnus and Auguste Borgnet, Opera omnia, Politicorum, vol. 8 (Paris: Ludovicum 
Vives, 1891), VI, vol. 5, 599b. Free translation by author. As Paula Spilner noted, Moerbeke made 
a mistranslation or play-on-words. Moerbeke had translated the Greek term for votive offerings 
“anathemasi” (things put up) as “sursum suspensis” (what is suspended above). Albert the Great 
in turn interpreted Moerbeke’s use of “suspensis” to mean that those who saw magnificence in 
the sacrifices and public buildings would be “suspended through admiration”. Paula L. Spilner, 
“Giovanni di Lapo Ghini and a Magnificent New Addition to the Palazzo Vecchio, Florence,” 
Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians 53, no. 4 (1993): 458, note 28. 
17  Roberto Lambertini, “Mirrors for Princes,” in Encyclopedia of Medieval Philosophy, ed. 
Henrik Lagerlund (Amsterdam: Springer, 2011), 791-97.
18  Giles of Rome (ca.1243-1316), Thomas Aquinas (ca.1225-74) and Ptolemy of Lucca (ca.1236-
1327), Bartolomeo Sacchi (1421-81) all included a description of the residence in their De regimine 
principum. Paolo Cortesi (1465-1510) continued upon these models but applied the description to 
the urban residence of cardinals. Platina, De principe, ed. Giacomo Ferrau (Palermo: Il vespro, 
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In his De regimine principum, Giles of Rome (ca.1243-1316), 
the archbishop of Bourges, advised the prince to build “a wonderful 
residence, constructed with subtle craftsmanship” (mirabiles 
habitationes, subtilas industria constructas).19 He included three 
reasons for this advice: The prince needed to enact the Aristotelian 
virtue of magnificence; He also needed a house, large enough to contain 
his household; Yet, the “wonderful residence” also served his personal 
safety. Giles wrote:
And as the philosopher holds in book 6 of Politics, it suits 
princes to make magnificence, and construct such buildings, so 
that the people, when seeing them (videns), have – as it were 
- their mind suspended through vehement admiration (mente 
suspensus propter vehaementem [sic] admirationem). Thus, 
the people rise less up against the prince on seeing something 
so magnificent (magnificum). Truly, anyone from the people 
imagines through this vision (hoc viso oppinatur) that the prince 
is as such, that it is almost impossible to invade [his residence].20 
In their own De regimine principum, Thomas Aquinas (ca.1225-
1274) and Ptolemy of Lucca (ca.1236-1327) advised the ruler to 
provide magnificent strongholds for him and his family for similar 
reasons.21 Next to considerations on the necessary distance between the 
ruler, his family and his subjects, as well as the need for a place to 
1979); S Thomae Aquinatis, Opusculum de regimine principum nova editio, emendata (Avignon: 
Francisci Seguin, 1835); Paolo Cortesi, Pauli Cortesii Protonotarii Apostolici De cardinalatu 
libri tres (In Castra Cortesio: Symeon Nicolai Nardi senensis, alias Rufus Calchographus, Die 
decimaquinta Nouembris 1510); Egidio Romano, De regimine principum (Venice: per magistrum 
Simonem Beuilaquam Papie[n]sem, 1498).   
19  De regimine principum, book II, part 3, chapter iii.
20  The complete Latin passage reads: “& hanc tangit philosophus 6 politica ubi ait quod 
principes decet sic magnifica facere & talia aedificia construere quod populus ea videns quasi sit 
mente suspensus propter vehaementem [sic] admirationem: nam populus minus insurgit contra 
principem videns ipsum sic magnificum quilibet enim de populo hoc viso oppinatur principem 
esse tantum quod quasi impossibile sit ipsum invadere.” ibid. Free translation by author. 
21  Aquinatis, Opusculum de regimine principum nova editio, emendata, book II, chapter 11, 
83-84.
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conserve riches, physical protection was an important motivation. The 
people, so the authors explained, are “more lead by their senses than by 
rational reflection” (magis sensibilibus movetur, quam ratione ducatur). 
Therefore, “when the people see the magnificent expenses” (vident 
magnificos sumptus) made for the construction of such strongholds, 
“their admiration (admiratione) more easily inclines them towards 
obedience”.22  
Authors of mirrors of princes thus translated the textual connection 
between magnificence, admiration and authority in architectural 
guidelines for the ruler’s residence. They framed the effect upon seeing 
the residence in terms of the admiration it evokes, as well as the effect 
this admiration has on the beholder. The magnificent residence serves 
to provide the ruler with physical safety. Its magnificence will “suspend 
the mind” of the beholders “through vehement admiration”. This, in 
turn, will lead the ruler’s subjects towards submission and respect.
This tradition on magnificence, as something that increases 
safety and authority through the admiration it evokes, continued in 
political literature throughout the fourteenth and fifteenth century. 
In his Opusculum de rebus gestis ab Azone, Luchino et Johanne, 
vicecomitibus, for example, Galvano Fiamma (1283-1344) advised the 
Visconti to build a magnificent residence because the people, “when 
seeing wonderful residences, have their minds suspended through 
vehement admiration.” Because of this, “they believe the prince to be 
so powerful, that is it impossible to invade his residence”.23 
In Giannozzo Manetti’s biography of Pope Nicholas V (1397–1455), 
reflections on admiration and its effect on the beholder inform the 
discussion of the pope’s architectural patronage as well, and extended 
22  The complete Latin passage reads: “Tertia ratio sumitur ex parte populi, qui magis 
sensibilibus movetur, quam ratione ducatur. Cum enim vident magnificos sumptus regum in 
munitionibus, facilius ex admiratione inclinantur ad obedientiam, et ad illius parendum mandatis, 
ut Philos. dicit in 6.” ibid. Free translation by author. 
23  The complete Latin passage reads: “nam populus videns habitationes mirabiles, stat mente 
suspensus propter vehementem admirationem, sicut habetur in sexto polliticorum. Ex hoc opinatur 
principem esse tante potentie quod sit impossibile posse ipsum invadere.” Galvano Fiamma, 
Gualvanei de la Flamma. Opusculum de rebus gestis ab Azone, Luchino et Johanne, vicecomitibus, 
ab anno MCCCXXVIII usque ad annum MCCCXLII, ed. Carlo Castiglioni (Bologna: Zanichelli, 
1938), 15. Free translation by author.
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beyond considerations on the ruler’s residence in specific.24 Nicholas’s 
magnificent buildings as a whole inspired admiration in the beholder, 
and upon such admiration was founded the authority of the Roman 
Church, the dignity of the Apostolic See and the devotion of the people. 
By arguing that his buildings will lead to greater devotion, Nicholas’s 
reflections on the effect of buildings also resonated with how admiration 




24  For the relation between magnificence, admiration and authority in Manetti’s biography and 




3. enVy, talk, MagnIfIcence and VIolence:
Defiling the Casa Vecchia in Florence (1446)
During the 1440s, Cosimo de’Medici (1389-1464) and his family 
largely dominated the political and social landscape in Florence.1 
Cosimo had been exiled from the city in 1433 when his increasing 
influence in the city had appeared as a threat to the Albizzi faction. When 
a pro-Medici signoria was selected from the ballots only six months 
later, Cosimo was allowed to return. Upon his return, he excluded many 
rivals from the city. From this moment onwards, he continued to build 
and establish the hegemony of the Medici which would last, with ups 
and downs, for several decades, even centuries. 
During the 1440s, however, Cosimo and his family’s dominance 
over the city was far from certain or secured.2 Cosimo and his family 
shared influence with other powerful families, and the Medici hegemony 
depended largely on the support of their friends and allies. Florence 
also remained a republic with administrative bodies and institutions 
whose members were selected for short periods of time by handpicking. 
The family asserted control over the political landscape by carefully 
manipulating the institutional structures. Yet, such control or power 
could never be openly declared or manifested, and was also never 
institutionally secured. The Medici were influential, but the competitive 
1  On Cosimo’s biography, Dale Kent, “Cosimo de’Medici,” in Dizionario Biografico degli 
Italiani (2009).
2  Nicolai Rubinstein, The Government of Florence Under the Medici (1434 to 1494), 2nd ed. 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997), 1-153. 
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world of fifteenth-century Florence was to be shared with others.  
Within such competitive climate, an unknown assailant defiled the 
door of Cosimo’s house at night with blood. The attack is recalled by 
Giovanni Cavalcanti (1381-ca.1451) in his Nuova opera, a critical 
analysis of Florentine political life between 1441 and 1447.3 According 
to the chronological reconstruction of the work, the attack took place 
in July 1446. Apart from Cavalcanti’s work, however, no other sources 
confirm the attack. To reconstruct the conflict in which the attack took 
place, why it occurred, and what ramifications it had for Cosimo’s 
social and political position in the city, other circumstantial evidence is 
needed. The present chapter first reconstructs the defilement of Cosimo’s 
house as a historical case with specific attention for the Casa Vecchia 
as an object of violence, the use of blood and Cosimo’s reaction to the 
defilement. Afterwards, Cavalcanti’s interpretation of the defilement is 
explored in detail.  
The Medici Ancestral Residence
In July 1446, when the attack with blood took place, Cosimo and 
his family were living in the Casa Vecchia along the Via Larga. The 
house was located just a few plots north of the new family residence 
Cosimo was building at the time, the so-called Palazzo Medici. The 
symbolical connotations of the Casa Vecchia, located along a street with 
other Medici property, should not be underestimated. The family had 
established itself in the area from the 1350s onwards, and it was from 
this house that Cosimo’s father had built the social and political rise of 
3  Giovanni Cavalcanti, Nuova opera: Chronique florentine inédite du XVe siècle, ed. Antoine 
Monti (Paris: Université de la Sorbonne Nuovelle, 1989), 120-21, 72v-74r. The original manuscript 
does not contain a title. Cavalcanti refers to it in his text as a Nuova opera, which has been used as 
the title in the critical edition by Antoine Monti. Polidori, who published fragments in his edition 
of the Istorie fiorentine, used Seconda storia as a title. I have used the Monti edition, as well as 
the Riccardiano manuscript 1870, which dates ca. 1468 and is most probably a copy of a (now-
lost) previous version. For a detailed description of the manuscript, as well as the editions of the 
Nuova opera, Antoine Monti, “Introduction,” in Nuova opera: Chronique florentine inédite du XVe 
siècle, ed. Antoine Monti (Paris: Université de la Sorbonne Nuovelle, 1989), i-xliv. For Polidoro’s 
edition, Giovanni Cavalcanti, Istorie fiorentine, ed. F L Polidoro (Firenze: Dante, 1838-1839), 
153-308. Note on citations. When citing the Nuova opera, I refer to the page numbers in Monti’s 
edition, followed by the folio’s in the Riccardiano manuscript. 
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Palazzo Medici Casa Vecchia
Fig. 6 Division of property along the Via Larga. Reconstruction by Howard Saalman and Philip 




Fig. 5 Map of Florence with indication of city walls of 1172 
and 1333. Stefano Buonsignori, Map of Florence, 1584. ©2006, 
SCALA, Florence / ART RESOURCE, N.Y.
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his family. Cosimo’s choice to build Palazzo Medici in the same street 
is exemplary for the Casa Vecchia’s and the street’s larger symbolical 
importance.
The Casa Vecchia came in Medici possession in 1349 when part of 
the family moved away from its ancestral neighbourhood in the city 
centre. 4 The construction of the new circle of city walls in 1333 had 
greatly enlarged the size of Florence, which created unprecedented 
possibilities for Florentine families to build. Several members of 
the Medici family moved towards these new open areas, where they 
acquired the property of the Casa Vecchia together with many other 
lots along the street. Cosimo grew up in the Casa Vecchia, which he 
inherited, together with his brother Lorenzo, in 1404. After his brother 
Lorenzo died in 1440, Cosimo adopted his son Pierfrancesco. In 1446, 
at time of the attack, Cosimo lived in the building together with his 
wife, two sons and adopted nephew.
Subsequent transformations of the Casa Vecchia make it difficult 
to understand its architectural form and interior disposition at the time 
Cosimo lived there. What we do know of the house suggests it conformed 
to the general outline of urban residences of wealthy Florentine families.5 
According to Saalman and Mattox’s reconstruction, the Casa Vecchia 
was eight bays wide, and consisted of three floors, with an additional 
attic and cellar.6 One single entrance lead to an interior courtyard, with 
ground floor loggia, adjacent garden, and stable for the horses. The 
ground floor also contained a sala grande and some other rooms. Service 
areas, such as the kitchen (close to the well in the courtyard) and a room 
4  H Saalman and P Mattox, “The First Medici Palace,” Journal of the Society of Architectural 
Historians 44 (1985): 329-45.
5  For comparison, see Brenda Preyer, “Palazzo Tornabuoni in 1498. A Palace ‘In Progress’ and its 
Interior Arrangement,” Mitteilungen des Kunsthistorischen Institutes in Florenz 57, no. 1 (2015): 
42-63; “The Florentine Casa,” in At home in Renaissance Italy, ed. M Ajmar-Wollheim and F 
Dennis (London: V&A Publications, 2006), 34-49; “Around and in the Gianfigliazzi Palace in 
Florence: Developments on Lungarno Corsini in the 15th and 16th Centuries,” Mitteilungen des 
Kunsthistorischen Institutes in Florenz 48, no. 1/2 (2004): 55-104; “The “chasa overo palagio” 
of Alberto di Zanobi: A Florentine Palace of About 1400 and its Later Remodeling,” The Art 
Bulletin 65 (1983): 387-401; “The Rucellai Palace,” in Giovanni Rucellai: A Florentine Patrician 
and his Palace, ed. F.W. Kent, Studies of the Warburg Institute (London: The Warburg Institute, 
University of London, 1981), vol 2, 153-225.
6  Saalman and Mattox, “The First Medici Palace,” 329-45.
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Fig. 7 a Hypothetical reconstruction of Casa Vecchia in 1418/19. Reconstruction by 
Howard Saalman and Philip Mattox, “The First Medici Palace,” JSAH 44 (1985): 336-37.
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for the stable attendants were to be found as well. A stairway lead to the 
first floor, which included three apartments. Each apartment consisted 
of a camera, (anti-camera,) a study or scrittoio, and agiamento. One 
of these apartments followed upon the sala grande, the central room 
in Florentine residences for family gatherings and feasts. Next to the 
stairs, the Casa Vecchia also had an armoury. The upper floor contained 
another sala grande, a number of singular rooms, and gave access to 
an upper terrace (verone). The house also had an attic and a cellar for 
storing goods. 
The Casa Vecchia was built to house a large and intergenerational 
family, and its interior disposition allowed flexible use according to 
the family’s varying composition. In 1418-19, when the inventory was 
made upon which Saalman and Mattox based their reconstruction, 
Giovanni de’Bicci and his wife, Piccarda Bueri, occupied the apartment 
on the piano nobile facing the street.7 Cosimo, then 27 years old and 
married to Contessina de’ Bardi, and his brother Lorenzo, 23 years old 
and married to Ginevra Cavalcanti,8 each had an apartment towards the 
garden. Cosimo’s first son, Piero stayed on the second floor with a nurse 
in an adjacent room. 
During the 1440s, the distribution of rooms among the family 
members had most probably changed to the following: As the pater 
familias, being around 50 years old, Cosimo most probably occupied 
the former apartment of his father, while his sons Piero (with his wife 
Lucrezia Tornabuoni) and Giovanni (still unmarried) might have lived in 
the apartments towards the garden. Pierfrancesco could have occupied 
the rooms on the second floor. As was general custom, the ground floor 
rooms were most probably used for guests or during summer time. As 
both Cosimo and Piero suffered from gout, these rooms might also have 
hosted either of them when their disease caused them particular distress.
As the pater familias, Cosimo was responsible for the people living 
under his roof. Yet, Cosimo’s patriarchal responsibilities extended far 
beyond the small group. Florentine society was highly patriarchal in 
7  Ibid.
8  Ginevra Cavalcanti and Giovanni Cavalcanti, the author, share the same last name. As far as is 
able to trace, however, the two were not closely related. 
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Fig. 7 b, c Hypothetical reconstruction of Casa Vecchia in 1418/19. Reconstruction by 
Howard Saalman and Philip Mattox, “The First Medici Palace,” JSAH 44 (1985): 336-37.
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Fig. 9 Outdoor benches along the Via Larga. Giostra del 
Saracino in Via Larga by Stradanus, 1561, fresco, Sala di 
Gualdrada, Palazzo Vecchio, Florence. Wikimedia commons. 
©2006, Sailko. 
Fig. 8 Benches in the entrance hall, sala, loggia and garden 
of the Gianfigliazzi Palace. Reconstruction of ground floor by 
Matthew K Haberling. Modified by author. Taken from Brenda 
Preyer, “Planning for visitors at Florentine Palaces,” Renaissance 
Studies 12 (1998): 366.
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nature, and all Florentine patricians agreed that the primary source of 
honour and dishonour was to be sought in the family.9 Cosimo extended 
his patriarchal authority across other Medici households (by 1427 he 
was the acknowledged head of about twenty-seven households). He 
equally included many friends and political supporters into the group. 
As such, he became the head, not only of a large extended family, but 
also of a faction. The composition of the faction largely consolidated in 
the early 1430s.10 Especially after his return from exile in 1434, Cosimo 
extended his patriarchal concerns to the Commune at large. After his 
death, the Florentines attributed him the honorary title of Pater Patriae. 
Although the Casa Vecchia was only inhabited by Cosimo and his 
close family, as the home for the pater familias, padrone and pater 
patriae, the number of people to identify themselves with the building, 
and to frequent it must have been much larger. The patriarchal structure 
of Florentine society demanded that those seeking the favour or help of 
a patron lend him personal visit.11 The urban residences of Florentine 
citizens were specifically designed to receive visitors on a daily basis.12 
Benches were integrated in facades, entrance halls, courtyards, loggias, 
and sala’s. On such benches, people waited on a daily basis to receive 
a hearing. The number of people gathering in front of and inside 
someone’s residence was a visual sign of the owner’s importance and 
influence in the city.13 
9  Dale Kent, Cosimo de’Medici and the Florentine Renaissance: The Patron’s Oeuvre (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2000), 9-13. 
10  The Rise of the Medici: Faction in Florence 1426-1434 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1978).
11  Cosimo de’Medici and the Florentine Renaissance, 102.
12  Brenda Preyer, “Planning for visitors at Florentine palaces,” Renaissance Studies 12 (1998): 
357-74. 
13  Yvonne Elet specifically studied the presence, use and design of outdoor benches on Florentine 
buildings, both private and public. Outdoor benches on urban residences not only played an 
important role in the practice of visiting patrons, but also in public life (during processions, 
political gatherings, for preaching…). Yvonne Elet, “Seats of Power: The Outdoor Benches of 
Early Modern Florence,” Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians 61, no. 4 (2002): 444-
69. On the crowds, gathering on these benches, as representative for a man’s social importance, see 
also Roger J Crum and John T Paoletti, “”... Full of People of Every Sort”: The Domestic Interior,” 
in Renaissance Florence: A Social History, ed. Roger J Crum and John T Paoletti (Cambridge, 
Mass: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 273-91.  
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When the assailant attacked the Casa Vecchia at night, he defiled the 
house in which Cosimo and his closest kin were living, along the street 
and in the neighbourhood that formed the nucleus and gravitational 
centre of their social and political importance. Someone dared to enter 
that neighbourhood and that street, dared to approach the house and 
defile it with blood. Although the Medici held other property in the 
city, the Casa Vecchia was the building most strongly associated with 
Cosimo, his closest kin and his direct ancestors. By attacking the Casa 
Vecchia, the assailant hit Cosimo and his family in the symbolical heart 
of their ancestral, social and political identity. 
Stained with Blood: Defiling and Cursing the House
In attacking the house, the assailant used blood, most probably from 
animals.14 The choice for blood is meaningful. As discussed in Chapter 
One, people used various materials to impose shame and infamy upon 
an opponent. They used ink and excrement to cover facades, shutters 
and doors, spread dirt and sand over doorposts and under portici, fixed 
libels and horns on doors and windows. They even set fire to the doors 
of houses, inhabited by prostitutes. The connotations of several of these 
media were already explored by historical anthropologists. I personally 
drew attention to the use of fire in defiling prostitutes’ houses, as well 
as the connotations of divine punishment these brought with. Such 
connotations were imbedded in long cultural traditions, and acquired 
specific meaning when applied in the historical, social, political and 
juridical context of fifteenth- and early sixteenth-century Italy.
The use of blood called upon connotations of life and death, strength 
and weakness, as well as cursing and magic. In the late medieval and 
early modern period, blood was seen as a powerful substance. It was the 
necessary source of life.15 As the most important of the four humours, 
it was the essential life juice that enabled the body to live and perform. 
14  Cavalcanti suspected that the assailant had been in contact with butchers, as only these possess 
such amounts of blood. Cavalcanti, Nuova opera, 121, 73v-74r.
15  Piero Camporesi, Il sugo della vita: Simbolismo e magia del sangue. Prefazione di Michel 
Pastoureau (Milan: Il Saggiatore, 2017).
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Its composition determined the health, vigour, and strength of the body. 
Together with sperm and marrow as life-generating substances, it was a 
common ingredient for life elixirs. Blood gives life, and its loss enables 
death. Christ himself had given his blood for mankind on the cross. 
Flagellants enacted Christ’s suffering by purifying their body from sin 
through the effusing of their own corporal blood. Blood was also used 
in several forms of magic.16 It was used in rituals to call upon demons, 
as it was generally believed that blood incites these. 
Within the historical context of fifteenth-century Italy, blood was 
also strongly connected to the cultural system of the vendetta. The 
language of the vendetta was infused with metaphors of blood, such as 
hot blood stirred, red blood spilled, common blood of kinship shared, 
and blue blood exalted.17 Blood was a crucial category in defining the 
severity of injuries within the vendetta system. In books on criminal 
law, the compensation for an injury perceived was classified by whether 
or not blood was shed.18 The use of blood to attack the house was an 
immediate threat that blood would be spilled, that severe injuries would 
follow in order to restore justice. 
Inaction versus Forgiveness.
According to Giovanni Cavalcanti, Cosimo did not take open revenge 
for the defilement.19 Cosimo broke the patterns and expectations of the 
vendetta. Although Cosimo had been anonymously attacked in his 
ancestral residence, had been threatened and cursed with blood, he did 
not retaliate. 
16  Richard Kieckhefer, Magic in the Middle Ages (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2000), 159-62.
17  Edward Muir, Mad Blood Stirring: Vendetta in Renaissance Italy (Baltimore and London: The 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1998), xxi.
18  For Florence, Rome and Bologna in the fifteenth century, see Statuta populi et communis 
florentiae publica auctoritate collecta castigata et praeposita, anno salutis mccccxv (Fribourg: 
apud Michel Kluch, 1778-1783); Statuta urbis Romae. (Rome: per Ulrich Han (Udalricus 
Gallus), about 1471); ASB, Comune, Statuti, XVI (1454).
19  Cavalcanti, Nuova opera, 121,74r.
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Cosimo’s inaction creates methodological difficulties for studying 
the defilement. In their studies on house-scorning, Elizabeth Cohen and 
Trevor Dean mainly used the testimonies of individuals involved in 
court cases to study defamatory attacks. Through multiple testimonies, 
they were able to reconstruct the chronology of the conflict, the parties 
involved, as well as how each party gave meaning to the events. The 
case of defilement of Cosimo’s house does not allow such a historical 
reconstruction. No other sources than Cavalcanti’s Nuova opera testify 
of the attack.
Vespasiano da Bisticci’s biography of Cosimo, however, does contain 
an anecdote which might refer to the case under consideration, and 
which might shed additional light on Cosimo’s reaction. According to 
Vespasiano, a foremost citizen of Florence (his name is not mentioned) 
once took offence with Cosimo and openly complained about him with 
various people.20 The news of the defamation spread quickly, and soon 
reached Cosimo’s ears. When hearing the news, Cosimo remained very 
calm and asked for the man, whom Cosimo considered to be a good 
friend, to be sent to him. When the man arrived, Cosimo addressed him 
as such: 
You concern yourself with infinite, I with finite affairs. You 
raise your ladder to the heavens, while I rest mine upon earth lest 
I should mount so high that I may fall. Now it seems to me only 
just and honest that I should prefer the good name and honour of 
my house to you: that I should work for my own interest rather 
than for yours. So, you and I will act like two big dogs who, 
when they meet, smell one another and then, because they both 
have teeth, go their ways. Wherefore now you can attend to your 
affairs and I to mine.21
20  Vespasiano da Bisticci, Le vite, ed. Aulo Greco, 2 vols., vol. 2 (Florence: Istituto Nazionale di 
Studi sul Rinascimento, 1976), 195-96.
21  “Voi andate drieto a cose infinite, et io vo’ alle finite, et ponete le scale vostre in cielo, et io le 
pongo rasente la terra per non volare tanto alto che io cagia, et se l’onore et la riputatione della 
casa mia io voglio che vadi inanzi a voi, e’ mi pare che sia giusto et onesto che io debba volere 
meglio alle cose mi ache alle vostre. Niente di meno coi et io faremo come fanno i cani grossi 
che venendo l’uno inverso l’altro, si fiutano, di poi perché ognuno ha denti, ognuno si parte, et va 
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While it is impossible to determine whether this passage refers to the 
case of defilement, Vespasiano did include the anecdote in his biography, 
as he considered it representative for Cosimo’s overall character and 
behaviour. In private conflict, Cosimo did not take open revenge, but 
neither did he forgive. Cosimo threatened in private, thus maintaining 
his dominant position while preventing open escalations of violence. 
 
The Aftermath
The defamatory attack on the Casa Vecchia seemed to have had 
little impact on Cosimo’s overall influence and reputation in the city. 
During the 1450s, Cosimo further enhanced his social and political 
authority.22 His position was never really rivalled up until his death in 
1464. His successors, however, had more difficulties in upholding the 
family hegemony. Cosimo’s great grandson, Piero de’Medici, made the 
mistake to collaborate with the French king when the latter invaded 
Italy in 1494. The miscalculation forced him to flee on 9 November 
1494, and led to the expulsion of the Medici from Florence.
The day following upon Piero’s flight, the Florentine authorities 
issued a bando to confiscate all Piero’s possessions, as well as those 
of his family and intimates.23 Although the authorities were forced to 
pe’ fatti sua, voi vi farete i fatti vostri et io faro i mia.” ibid. English translation from Renaissance 
princes, popes, and prelates. The Vespasiano memoirs: lives of the illustrious men of the XVth 
century, ed. Myron Piper Gilmore, trans. William George Waters and Emily Waters (New York 
[u.a.]: Harper & Row, 1963), 225.
22  Margary A Ganz, “The Medici Inner Circle: Working Together for Florence, 1420s-1450s,” 
in Florence and Beyond: Culture, Society and Politics in Renaissance Italy: Essays in 
Honour of John M Najemy, ed. David S Peterson and Daniel E Bornstein (Toronto: Centre for 
Reformation and Renaissance Studies, 2008), 369-82; Margery A Ganz, “Perceived Insults and 
Their Consequences. Acciaiuoli, Neroni, and Medici Relationships in the 1460s,” in Society and 
Individual in Renaissance Florence, ed. William Connell (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 2002), 155-72; Rubinstein, The Government of Florence Under the Medici (1434 to 1494), 
1-153.
23  ASF, SC Delib. ord., 96, fol. 87r-v (10 November 1994): “Quod omnes res & masseritie Pieri 
Laurentii de Medicis & Juliani eius fratris carnalis et eorum vel alterius eorum familie. Ac etiam 
Antonii Bernardi Miniatis Dini et ser Ioannis ser Bartolomei de Pratoveteri & ser Simonis Grazini 
de Staggia & ser Laurentii ser Antonii de Doane & ser Pieri & Ioannis Baptiste é Bernari ser 
Francisci de Bibbiena & eorum vel alicuius eorum familie. Cited from Alison Brown, “Insiders 
and Outsiders: The Changing Boundaries of Exile,” in Society and Individual in Renaissance 
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revoke the charge of rebellion on 25 November, as part of the treaty 
with Charles VIII of France, the work to reclaim debts owed by the 
Medici bank continued. Auditors were appointed in December 1494 and 
January 1495 to deal with private claims on the Medici company and 
to reclaim money owed to the Commune.24 Luca Landucci reports the 
sale of Medici possessions at Orsanmichele from July 1495 onwards.25 
He gives specific detail on the goods for sale: Velvet counterpanes 
embroidered in gold, paintings, pictures, and all kind of beautiful things 
were sold.26 With a moral flush, Landucci added how this showed 
what fortune may do in this transitory life, or rather divine 
permission, to the end that man may recognise that all comes 
from God, who gives and takes away, and that he may not 
become proud and set put at being rich and powerful; on the 
contrary, the more a man has received from God, the humbler he 
ought to be, appearing more ungrateful to God than others; for 
the greatest sin is ingratitude.27 
While many possessions were sold to cover Medici debts, others 
were kept in possession of the government. On 9 December 1495, 
Landucci witnessed the transfer of Donatello’s David from Palazzo 
Medici to Palazzo della Signoria. A few days later, on 21 December, he 
reports the move of the bronze Judith to the Ringhiera as well.
Florence, ed. William J. Connell (Berkeley, Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2002), 
354, note 51.
24   Ibid., 354.
25  Luca Landucci, Diario fiorentino dal 1450 al 1516, continuato da un anonimo fino al 1542; 
pub. sui codici della comunale di Siena e della Marucelliana, con annotazioni da lodoco del Badia 
(Florence: G.C. Sansoni, 1883), 113.
26  Ibid., 114.
27  “quanto può la fortuna in queste cose transitorie, ma diciàno meglio, le permissioni divine, 
acciocchè l’uomo riconosca da Dio ogni cosa, che le dà e toglie a sua posta, e che l’uomo non 
debbe insuperbire per vedersi e trovarsi gran maestro e ricco; ma debbe l’uomo, quanto più à 
ricevuto da Dio, tanto debbe essere più umile e parègli essere più integrato a Dio che gli altri; che 
la gravità de’peccati istà nella ingratitudine.” ibid. English translation from A Florentine diary 
from 1450 to 1516. [Continued by an anonymous writer till 1542 with notes by Lodoco Del Badia] 
(London and New York: J.M. Dent & sons Itd. and E.P. Dutton & company, 1927), 93.
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Apart from mobile goods, immobile goods were confiscated as well. 
Some of these were put on the market. Over the course of three years, 
Medici houses were steadily sold.28 Palazzo Medici, where the family 
now lived, remained nevertheless in possession of the authorities. They 
used the building, among others, to house the king of France and the 
emperor Maximilian. 
The Palazzo Medici’s change of ownership, and the supremacy of 
the authorities over the family, was communicated through a change in 
coat of arms. In May 1497, Cosimo’s palle were chiselled off the coat 
of arms, displayed on the building’s corner, and replaced by a red cross 
on a golden background.29 By chiselling off the Medici palle from its 
coat of arms, the Florentine authorities almost literally castrated the 
building. The sign of the Commune that replaced the palle expressed 
true power of the civitas over the Medici family. 
The change in coat of arms was also part of a larger damnatio 
memoriae proclaimed on the family, the dichotomous punishment of 
erasure while keeping the memory to the erasure alive.30 According to 
Luca Landucci, the government dismantled “the Medici coat of arms on 
Palazzo Medici, in San Lorenzo and elsewhere.”31 The removal of the 
coat of arms occurred about three years after Piero had fled the city and 
the first goods were confiscated. To eliminate memory of the Medici, 
the visual representation of the family’s prestige was targeted. 
Yet, by confiscating Palazzo Medici (and not destroying it - neither 
ordered by the authorities or on private initiative), the government and 
the larger urban community also recognized the private residence as 
a contribution to the physical splendour of the city. This is important. 
The contemporary reception of the building remains controversial until 
28  Brown, “Insiders and Outsiders,” 355.
29  Apart from Landucci, Cellini also recalls the episode. I would like to thank Jennifer McKenzie 
for bringing up the reference. Landucci, Diario fiorentino dal 1450 al 1516, 149; Benvenuto 
Cellini and Guido Davico Bonino, La vita (Turin: Einaudi, 1973), 9-11.
30  For damnatio memoriae and its specific characteristics as a category of destruction, see 
especially, Jas Elsner, “Iconoclasm as Discourse: From Antiquity to Byzantium,” Art Bulletin 94, 
no. 3 (2012): 368-94.
31  The full reference reads: “La signoria, ché era gonfaloniere Piero degli Alberti, feciono disfare 
e scarpellare tutte l’arme delle palle nel palagio de’Medici e in Sa’Lorenzo e altrove.” Landucci, 
Diario fiorentino dal 1450 al 1516, 149.
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today.32 While Florentines and foreigners recognized and celebrated 
palazzo Medici because of its splendour and magnificence,33 the palazzo 
also provoked criticism, especially in Florence itself. 
Several contemporaries considered Cosimo’s residence an 
immoderate expression of wealth and power. Florentines strongly 
criticized its immoderate size.34 While foreigners praised the palazzo 
for being “worthy of a king”, such a “compliment” had strong political 
undertones in Florence.35 Cosimo was officially a private citizen, not a 
king. The sensitive nature of the statement is represented in Maffei’s 
defence of Cosimo’s architectural patronage in In magnificentiae Cosmi 
Medicei detractores, written during the 1450s.36 In his text, Maffei 
carefully raised the hypothetical question that perhaps someone would 
reproach Cosimo for having built a house that seems more appropriate 
to a prince than to a private citizen (quae Principi magis quam priuato 
32  On the contemporary reception of Palazzo Medici, especially Kent, Cosimo de’Medici and the 
Florentine Renaissance, 217-24.
33  Galeazzo Maria Sforza recalled, upon his visit to Florence, that to describe Palazzo Medici 
well, one would need the eloquence of many orators (con la eloquentia de molti oratori, gli seria 
necessario). According to Sforza’s counsellor, one sees many things in the building that seem rather 
celestial than terrestrial (cose celeste che terrene.). [...] In the whole world nothing comparable 
can be found (che havesse may ne habia el mondo, et senza alcuna comparatione). The Terze 
rime celebrates the palazzo for being full of wonder (maraviglia). Rab Hatfield, “Some Unkown 
Descriptions of the Medici Palace in 1459,” The Art Bulletin 52, no. 3 (1970): 246-48.The pages 
of the Collectiones cosmianae, as well as Avogadro’s De religione et munificentia illustris Cosmi 
Medices Florentini are equally scattered with praise for Cosimo’s building. See BML, Plut. 54.10, 
Bartolomeo Scala, Collectiones cosmianae, 1464 [post]; BML, Plut. 34.46, Alberto Avogadro, De 
religione et munificentia illustris Cosmi Medices Florentini, ca. 1460.
34  Cavalcanti, Nuova opera, 120, 72v-73r.
35  In his Commentaries, Pope Pius II mentioned that Cosimo built a palace fit for a king 
(Aedificavit in urbe pallacium rege dignum). Alberto Avogrado, who belonged to a noble family 
of Vercelli, a small town between Milan and Turin, made a connection between Cosimo’s wealth, 
power and his residence in his De religione et magnificentia illustris Cosmi Medices florentini. 
He praised Cosimo with the lines: “Cosimo is a private citizen, but richer than any king. Because 
of Cosimo’s royal power, his house itself is richer.” (Privatus cosmus rege est sed ditior omni, 
Est cosmi regno ditior ipsa domus). See Pope Pius II, Ibolya Bellus, and Iván Boronkai, Pii 
Secundi Pontificis Maximi Commentarii (Budapest: Balassi Kiadó, 1993), 119; BML, Plut. 
34.46, Alberto Avogadro, De religione et munificentia illustris Cosmi Medices Florentini, ca. 
1460, 48v.  
36  The text is published and translated in Peter Howard, Creating Magnificence in Renaissance 
Florence, Publications of the Centre for Reformation and Renaissance Studies (Toronto: Centre 
for Reformation and Renaissance Studies, 2012), appendix 3, 123-50.
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ciui conuenire uideantur).37 He defended Cosimo by saying that Cosimo 
built the residence in relation to Florence’s worth, not his own.
Despite the ambiguous contemporary reception of palazzo Medici, 
nobody took up arms to destroy the building when the family was 
expelled from Florence (such would be the case, as we will see, for 
a number of urban residences in the following chapters). In retaining 
the building and putting it to public use, the government and urban 
community dissociated the building from the family it had until very 
recently protected and made it their own. The civitas recognized the 
residence as something worthy to be maintained. 
Seeing Buildings in Cavalcanti’s Nuova opera 
(1441-1447): 
The defilement of Cosimo’s house is recalled in Cavalcanti’s Nuova 
opera. The anecdote, complemented with circumstantial evidence, 
allows to reconstruct the defilement as a historical case. An unknown 
assailant defiled the Casa Vecchia with blood in 1446. In so doing, he 
hit the family in the building that expressed its ancestral, social and 
political identity. The assailant threatened Cosimo and his closest kin 
with blood. Yet Cosimo did not take open revenge. He maintained his 
dominant position in the city by intimidating his opponent in secret. 
Apart from giving evidence of a case of defilement, Cavalcanti’s 
Nuova opera also shows how defilement could be used to make larger 
political and moral claims. In the narrative, the defilement served to 
prove Cosimo’s moral and political worth, even if Cosimo was criticized 
for his architectural, political and financial activities. By relating the 
criticism to the defilement, Cavalcanti also exposed an interconnected 
conceptual field on seeing, envy, magnificence, buildings and violence. 
The next section first explores the larger argument that Cavalcanti 
tries to make on Cosimo’s moral and political worth. Afterwards, 
the interconnected conceptual field on seeing, envy, magnificence, 
buildings, and violence he exposed, is explored.
37  Ibid., 128.
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Interpreting the Nuova opera: Cosimo’s Moral Worth
The Nuova opera is part of Giovanni Cavalcanti’s three-volume 
oeuvre. Giovanni di Filippo Cavalcanti (1381- ca.1451) was a member 
of an old Florentine noble family, which had lost most of its financial 
and political power by the early fifteenth century.38 The author is mostly 
known for the Istorie fiorentine, a historical work describing the events 
of Cosimo’s exile up until 1440.39 The Nuova opera focuses on the 
following seven years. The Trattato politico morale, on the other hand, 
is a moral treatise that describes the ideal citizen and member of the 
governing class.40 Cavalcanti’s three-fold oeuvre is informed by his 
passion for politics. Cavalcanti describes, narrates but also comments 
on contemporary events, not holding back to include moral statements. 
While the Nuova opera continues upon the Istorie fiorentine in a 
chronological sense, it deviates from the previous work in its narration. 
Although the Nuova opera recalls important events between 1441 and 
1447, it is very unlike an objective account. It is a highly coloured and 
constructed narrative, in which Cavalcanti tries to come to terms with 
contemporary Florentine political culture.
The Nuova opera argues that political and moral life in Florence 
was corrupted. The governing class did not seek the public good, but 
38  During his lifetime, Cavalcanti was often in financial debt. During the 1430s, he spent most of 
his time in the ‘Stinche’, the Florentine prison, from where he wrote his Istorie fiorentine. When 
Cavalcanti left prison in the 1440s, his debts remained. In financial problems until the end of his 
life, Giovanni died in 1451. On Cavalcanti’s biography, Claudio Mutini, “Giovanni Cavalcanti,” 
in Dizionario Biografico degli Italiani (1979); Marcella T Grendler, The “trattato politico-
morale” of Giovanni Cavalcanti (1381-c.1451) (Genève: Libraire Droz, 1973), Introduction. For 
the specific nature of Cavalcanti’s Nuova opera, also in relation to his Istorie fiorentine and the 
Trattato politico-morale, Monti, “Introduction,” i-xliv; Dale V Kent, “The importance of being 
eccentric: Giovanni Cavalcanti’s view of Cosimo de’ Medici’s Florence,” The Journal of Medieval 
and Renaissance Studies 9, no. 1 (1979): 101-32; Claudio Varese, Storia e politica nella prosa del 
Quattrocento (Turin: Einaudi, 1961), 93-131.
39  Cavalcanti, Istorie fiorentine. The Istorie fiorentine is the only contemporary account that deals 
specifically and at length with the political upheavals of Cosimo’s exile. Most authors of private 
diaries, memoirs and chronicles are silent on the subject, or scored out their comments. Kent, “The 
importance of being eccentric,” 101-32. 
40  The original manuscript does not contain a title. Grendler provides the title in her edition of the 
third out of three books. Grendler, The “trattato politico-morale” of Giovanni Cavalcanti (1381-
c.1451). The original manuscript is preserved in the Biblioteca Riccardiana. Ricc. 2431.
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let their private passions, such as envy, avarice and pride, inform their 
actions. Cavalcanti felt the need to write down the atrocities of his time, 
“to defend the truth and to attack the envious class of men.”41 His work 
recorded the “useless and horrible events”42 of his age, as an instruction 
for future generations. In writing his testimony, Cavalcanti took certain 
authorial liberties: the narrative is infused with mythological elements, 
strong moral condemnations, and striking anecdotes.43 
Cavalcanti does not write, however, to condemn singular men. 
Rather, he seeks to understand human nature in general, and how it 
is possible that political life can become corrupted. He is convinced 
that men, by nature, are fallible. Men always abandon virtuous customs 
because of “the little stability of Fortune and the highest inconstancy 
of wicked men.”44 To protect the common good, and to secure political 
life, institutions and laws are needed. This strong conviction, that 
institutions and laws will protect us from the fallibility of men, is a 
recurring topic in his literary oeuvre.
 In the Nuova opera, Cosimo de’Medici takes up a central position 
in Cavalcanti’s questioning of human nature. At a certain moment, the 
author rhetorically asks whether Cosimo’s greatness should be called 
greatness, whether his position is due to fortune or his virtuous acts, 
whether his life is honest or dishonest, in which vice he is corrupt and 
in which virtues he excels, and whether he should be considered to be 
happy, or unhappy?45 
Individual cases in the Nuova opera constantly oscillate between 
these positions and the compilation of anecdotes serves to find answers 
to these questions. The introduction, however, does not promise a 
positive outcome: “If I had known that the virtues in men are perpetual, 
41  “per la difesa del vero e ad offesa degli huomini invidiosi”. Cavalcanti, Nuova opera, 3, 1r. 
Translation by author.
42  “disutili e abominevoli accidenti” ibid., 5, 2r. Translation by author.
43  According to Varese, the Nuova opera therefore resembles more a “commentary” than a 
“chronicle”, “storie” or “ricordi”. Varese, Storia e politica nella prosa del Quattrocento, 103-04.
44  “la poca stabilità della Fortuna e la massima inconstanzia de’malvagi huomini”. Cavalcanti, 
Nuova opera, 5, 2r. Translation by author.
45  Ibid., 34, 20r. These were central questions within an Aristotelian discourse on morality and 
ethics. 
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I would have dared to say that Cosimo is more a divine than a mortal 
man; but, as I know that - where there is prosperity - ingratitude enters, 
and is accompanied by haughtiness, which I condemn. These are words 
which do not only regard Cosimo, but all of the citizens.”46 Within the 
Nuova opera, Cosimo thus serves as an example of a universal truth. If 
Cosimo, in the end, receives a negative evaluation, it is as much due to 
the fallibility of men, as his own wickedness.
Cavalcanti needed to come to terms with Cosimo in his analysis 
of political life, because of the special position Cosimo took up in the 
Florentine Republic. At the time of writing, Cosimo de’ Medici and 
his partisans consciously manipulated, transformed, and misused the 
constitutional system of Florence in order to control and influence 
political affairs. Cosimo’s actions, as a private citizen in a Florentine 
Republic, asked for a thorough consideration in any analysis of 
contemporary political life.47 However, Cavalcanti is neither a supporter, 
nor a fervent critic of Cosimo.48 The author condemns and praises 
individual actions according to the moral standards he has set. In the 
Nuova opera, we acquire a rare and more nuanced account of Cosimo’s 
actions than most literary sources have left us with.49 Cavalcanti’s 
46  “Se io conoscessi che le virtù negli huomini fussono perpetue, io arei ardire di dire che Cosimo 
fusse più tosto huomo divino che mortale; ma, perch’io conosco che là dov’è la prosperità entra 
ingratitudine e la superbia vi sopragiugne, e però il tacio. Queste non sono parole dette pure per 
Cosimo, ma sí per tutta l’università de’cittadini”. Ibid., 4, 1r. Free translation by author.
47  The nature of Cosimo’s “rule” in Florence and his personal ambitions continue to be a 
matter of debate in contemporary scholarship. A conference at Villa I Tatti in 2011 explored the 
nature of the Medici regime. The conference, and the accompanying publication, framed the 
question around the (unspoken) debate between Nicolai Rubinstein (arguing for a minimalist 
interpretation, stressing the continuity of communal governing structures in which the Medici 
needed to operate) and Philip Jones (equating the Medici with other despotic rulers such as 
the Visconti in Milan). See Robert Black and John Law, ed. The Medici: Citizens and Masters 
(Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 2015). For an overview on the historiography, 
methodologies and central questions of the volume, Nicholas Scott Baker, “review of The 
Medici: Citizens and Masters,” Reviews in History review no.1929 (2016). DOI: 10.14296/
RiH/2014/1929.
48  See also Varese, Storia e politica nella prosa del Quattrocento, 93-131.
49  The most famous collection of texts on Cosimo is the Collectiones cosmianae, a volume of 
laudatory texts assembled by Bartolomeo Scala, shortly after Cosimo’s death, as a present to his 
son Piero de’Medici. See BML, Plut. 54.10, Bartolomeo Scala, Collectiones cosmianae, 1464 
[post]. On contemporary historians’ fascination to find the “real man behind the propaganda,” as 
well as the incapacity to ever receive answers to such questions, Ernst H Gombrich, “Introduction,” 
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ambivalent attitude towards Cosimo represents his doubts and questions 
concerning Cosimo’s behaviour, as well as the impossibility to either 
praise or condemn him univocally. 
If evaluations of Cosimo’s actions constantly oscillate throughout the 
book, the anecdote on the attack with blood on Cosimo’s house serves to 
prove Cosimo’s worth. Cosimo’s inaction towards the defilement of the 
residence is presented as a sign of wisdom. Cavalcanti’s praise towards 
Cosimo’s inaction should be read in relation to contemporary political 
theory on civic peace and changed attitudes towards the vendetta and 
practices of defilement. 
Although scholars disagree on the legal acceptance of the vendetta 
and the private war, there is little doubt among them that contemporaries 
understood vengeance, factional violence and war as destructive forces 
for urban life. Political theory, on which the city-states founded their 
authority, presented these forces as a threat for the public good and 
civic peace. Preachers warned their audience for the damage vengeance 
and factional violence could bring to the human soul. 
The destructive force of internal division and war are illustrated 
on the walls of the Sala dei Nove in the Palazzo Pubblico of Siena. 
Between 1337 and 1339, Ambrogio Lorenzetti covered its walls with 
a fresco cycle representing an allegory of Good and Bad Government, 
as well as the effects of such governance on the physical fabric of the 
city and its hinterland. The allegory is based on pre-humanistic political 
ideologies, going back to Roman authors, which put civic peace as the 
ultimate goal of governance.50 The threats to civic peace, as presented 
in the fresco, are war (guerra), internal division (divisio) and the fury 
of the people (furor). 
The fresco shows that the enemies of peace can be overcome when a 
selected council of signori governs virtuously putting personal passions 
aside in view of the public good (bonum commune). The effects of 
in Cosimo Il Vecchio de’Medici, 1389-1464: essays in commemoration of the 600th anniversary 
of Cosimo de’ Medici’s birth, ed. Francis Ames-Lewis and Ernst H Gombrich (Oxford: Clarendon, 
1992), 1-3.
50  Quentin Skinner, “Ambrogio Lorenzetti: The Artist as Political Philosopher,” in Malerei und 
Stadtkultur in der Dantezeit, ed. Hans Belting and Dieter Blume (München: Hirmer Verlag, 1989), 
85-103.
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Fig. 10 Fresco Showing the Effects of Good Government. Gli effetti del buon governo 
by Ambrogio Lorenzetti, ca. 1337-40, fresco, Sala della Pace also known as Sala dei 
Fig. 11 Fresco Showing the Effects of Bad Government. Gli effetti del cattivo governo 
by Ambrogio Lorenzetti, ca. 1337-40, fresco, Sala della Pace also known as Sala dei 
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Nove, Palazzo Pubblico. Taken from Enrico Castelnuovo, Maria Monica Donato, Furio 
Brugnolo, Ambrogio Lorenzetti: Il Buon governo (Milan: Electa, 1995), 146-47. 
Nove, Palazzo Pubblico. Taken from Enrico Castelnuovo, Maria Monica Donato, Furio 
Brugnolo, Ambrogio Lorenzetti: Il Buon governo (Milan: Electa, 1995), 314-15.
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such good governance are depicted on the right wall. The city is filled 
with beautiful houses, churches and civic buildings. People dance and 
trade flourishes. In the countryside, farms, villas and remote castles 
top the hillsides. Crops are cultivated and men go to hunt. The effects 
of bad governance, when private passions inform political action and 
destructive forces are not kept in control, are shown on the opposite 
wall. Here, buildings are burning and falling apart. The fields are 
deserted. People are devastated. One detail even shows destruction of 
houses taking place. 
Cavalcanti’s political theory, and his praise of Cosimo’s inaction, 
should be seen in light of the frescoes in the Sala dei Nove. Cavalcanti 
too saw personal passions, such as envy and avarice, as antithetical 
forces for achieving the common good. The individual moral behaviour 
of the ruling class defined whether good governance, and public peace 
as its result, could be achieved. When Cosimo restrained from taking 
revenge, he controlled his private passions and prevented a further 
escalation of violence that would be destructive to the community and 
the city. Cavalcanti praised Cosimo’s behaviour as a sign of wisdom. It 
represented good moral behaviour as well as proper political conduct. 
In their sermons, mendicant preachers too spoke of the horrors caused 
by factional violence and vendette.51 Their attitude towards factional 
violence and the vendetta, however, was not the same. Nirit Ben-Aryeh 
Debby, who studied the sermons of Giovanni Dominici (1356-1419) 
and Bernardino da Siena (1380-1444) in Florence, illustrated that both 
preachers strongly condemned factionalism and political parties.52 They 
enumerated factionalism among vices such as sodomy, envy, usury and 
hypocrisy. They promoted the value of Christian charity and considered 
peace on earth a sign of God’s Kingdom. 
51  Glenn Kumhera, The Benefits of Peace: Private Peacemaking in Late Medieval Italy (Leiden 
and Boston: Brill, 2017), 156-74; Nirit Ben-Aryeh Debby, Renaissance Florence in the Rhetoric of 
Two Popular Preachers: Giovanni Dominici (1356-1419) and Bernardino da Siena (1380-1444), 
Late medieval and early modern studies (Turnhout: Brepols, 2001), 77-87; Cynthia L Polecritti, 
Preaching peace in renaissance Italy: Bernardino of Siena and his audience (Washington DC: 
Catholic University of America Press, 2000), 125-80. 
52  Debby, Renaissance Florence in the Rhetoric of Two Popular Preachers, 77-87.
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Fig. 13 a, b, c Fragments from The Effects of 
Bad Government. Gli effetti del cattivo governo 
by Ambrogio Lorenzetti, ca. 1337-40, fresco, 
Sala della Pace also known as Sala dei Nove, 
Palazzo Pubblico. Photograph. 2015. Taken by 
author.
Fig. 12 a, b Fragments from The Effects of Good Government. Gli effeti del buon 
governo by Ambrogio Lorenzetti, ca. 1337-40, fresco, Sala della Pace also known 
as Sala dei Nove, Palazzo Pubblico. Taken from Enrico Castelnuovo, Maria Monica 
Donato, Furio Brugnolo, Ambrogio Lorenzetti: Il Buon governo (Milan: Electa, 1995), 
174, 246.
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The preachers’ attitude towards vengeance was more ambiguous. 
Both Giovanni and Bernardino knew the image of a vengeful God and 
recognized that vengeance could sometimes lead to justice. They still 
tried to convince their audience to forgive even if many would claim that 
“It is shameful to pardon!” or “Our house has never been accustomed to 
forgive!”53 A number of spiritual and practical reasons were evoked to 
encourage forgiveness: in order to imitate God and exercise the noble 
virtue of Christian love; in order to contribute to the “common good”; 
in order to prevent we ourselves become victims of vengeance. Both 
preachers resolved the question of the vengeful God by claiming that 
the ultimate right for vengeance lies only with God himself. Cynthia 
Polecritti demonstrated that Bernardino even presented forgiveness as 
the ultimate revenge; According to Bernardino, the best vendetta, and 
one that is no risk to one’s head or soul, is to pardon.54 
Cavalcanti’s praise of Cosimo’s inaction and his condemnation 
of the defilement can also be read in view of contemporary negative 
evaluations of practices of defilement in specific. Such negative 
evaluation is exemplified by the punishments that were integrated for 
defilement in books on criminal law during the fifteenth century. In 
Florence, the statutes contained punishments for house-scorning at least 
from the fourteenth century onwards. However, when the statutes were 
updated in 1415, the article in question was expanded and the nature of 
the attacks was described in more detail.55 During the fifteenth century, 
other cities also included punishments in their books on criminal law. 
In 1454, the Bolognese authorities included an article in their statutes, 
prohibiting such attacks on houses, as did the Ferrarese authorities 
twenty years later.56 Under the pontificate of Alexander VI (1492-1503), 
53  Siena 1425, II, 261. Cited from Polecritti, Preaching peace in renaissance Italy, 165.
54  Ibid., 178. 
55  The article in the 1415 edition is three times the length of the one of 1325. Statuta populi et 
communis florentiae publica auctoritate collecta castigata et praeposita anno salutis mccccxv 
(Fribourg: apud Michel Kluch, 1778-1783), vol 1, book 3, article 168; Statuti della Reppublica 
Fiorentina. Vol II: Statuto del Podestà dell’anno 1325, ed. Romolo Caggese (Firenze: E. Ariani, 
1921), book 3, article 37.  
56  ASB, Comune, Statuti XVI, 1454, 42v.  See also Trevor Dean, “Gender and Insult in an Italian 
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punishments for burning the doors of prostitutes’ houses were added 
to the Roman statutes, along with punishments for house-scorning in 
general.57 
The introduction and expansion of the articles could be due to an 
increasing professionalization of criminal law. They could equally 
refer to a growing awareness of defilement of houses, as well as the 
authorities’ will to prevent such attacks from taking place, or to be able 
to prosecute and punish the offenders.58 When Cavalcanti referred to the 
attack as “an abomination” (abominazione), he followed the authorities’ 
negative attitude towards such practices.59 
The Envious’ Talk on Building: Deficiencies in Cosimo’s 
Magnificence
Cavalcanti included the anecdote on defilement, and Cosimo’s 
inaction towards it, to support his overall argument; political rule that 
envisions the public good and the stability of the urban community can 
only be obtained when private passions are kept in control. Yet more 
important to us is Cavalcanti’s narration of the defilement itself. The 
narrative starts with a recollection of how popular protest had slowly 
risen in Florence because of the many taxes that were imposed to finance 
Francesco Sforza’s wars. Popular anger (ira) was further aggravated by 
the envy (invidia) felt towards Cosimo’s incredible wealth, which he 
spent on magnificent buildings (magnifichi muramenti).60 The people’s 
anger and envy were so intense that it created vicious talk on Cosimo’s 
architectural, political and financial activities, and even led to the attack 
on his residence. 
Cavalcanti recalled every word of the talk on Cosimo’s architectural 
patronage in detail. The gossip is very rich in content. Every word 
City: Bologna in the Later Middle Ages,” Social history 29 (2004): 229.
57  S.P.Q.R. Statuta et nouae reformationes vrbis Romae, eiusdemque varia priuilegia a diuersis 
Romanis pontificibus emanata in sex libros diuisa nouissime compilata,  (Rome: In regione 
Parionis per magistrum Stephanum Guillireti ... 1523), book 4, article 23. See also Chapter One.
58  See also “Gender and Insult in an Italian City,” 229. 
59  Cavalcanti, Nuova opera, 121, 73v.
60  Ibid., 120, 72v-73r.
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alludes to contemporary value systems of architectural patronage, 
which were embedded within an overall system of political and moral 
values. On Cosimo’s architectural patronage, the people said: 
With his hypocrisy, which is full of ecclesiastical haughtiness, 
Cosimo is paying [his buildings] by emptying other people’s 
pockets under his own name. He has filled the private quarters of 
the friars with his palle, and now that there was nothing more to 
build in a friar’s manner, he started to construct a palace next to 
which the Coliseum would seem useless. And others said: who 
could not build magnificently spending money that isn’t his?61
Cavalcanti saw the talk as necessarily linked to the defilement of 
Cosimo’s house. Although the origin of the attack most probably lay in 
hostilities between Cosimo and a fellow citizen, Cavalcanti presented 
the attack as a public expression of discontent towards Cosimo’s 
architectural patronage. Even more, by locating the origin of the talk 
in envy (an emotion based on visual perception), Cavalcanti seems to 
suggest that Cosimo’s buildings formed, in a certain way, a catalyst in 
the defamation. The buildings themselves, as manifestations of wealth 
and prestige, gave rise to negative emotions towards them. This, in turn, 
urged people to talk viciously and to behave violently. 
We can understand Cavalcanti’s suggestion by considering it in 
relation to contemporary notions of sense perception, emotions and 
human behaviour, as discussed in Chapter Two. Such notions help to 
frame how Cavalcanti must have understood the people’s reaction upon 
seeing Cosimo’s buildings. As buildings are manifestations of wealth 
61  The whole passage, including some of the rephrasing prior to the citation, reads: “Avendo la 
moltitudine de’cittadini non meno che la plebe le loro ire piene di fellonesche amaritudini verso 
e maggiorenti adirizzate – e solamente questo cosí odioso accidente aqquistava il suo horrigine 
dalle tante gravezze che sono sotto el nome del conte si ponevano -, congiugnendole colla 
maladetta invidia delle infinite ricchezze di Cosimo – dalle quali cosí innique cagioni da molti 
erano conpiante – e’ sí magnifichi muramenti, per li quali molti dicevano: “Questa sua ipocresia, 
la quale è piena di ecclesiastica superbia, si paga del votamento delle nostre borse sotto el 
contesco nome. Egli à pieno per insino e privati de’ frati delle sue palle, e hora che non c’è più 
da murare fratescamente, à cominciato un palagio al quale sarebbe allato el Culiseo di Roma 
disutile.” E altri dicevano: “Chi non murerebbe magnificamente avendo a spendere di que’ danari 
che non sono suoi?” Ibid. Free translation by author.
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and prestige, the emotion felt upon seeing Cosimo’s buildings was envy, 
a feeling of discontented or resentful longing aroused by perceiving 
someone else’s possessions, qualities or luck.62 Within Western tradition, 
envy was understood to be closely related to vicious talk. The content 
of the talk also shows that certain architectural elements and qualities, 
such as size and coat of arms, gave specific reason for criticism, as 
they were representative for the moral substance of the patron. In 
fifteenth-century Florence, the moral questions around architectural 
patronage were gathered under the term “magnificence”, a virtue of 
knowing how to spend large amounts of money appropriately on great 
achievements. By casting the defilement of Cosimo’s house in relation 
to talk, Cavalcanti exposes a whole interconnected conceptual field on 
seeing buildings, envy, talk, magnificence and violent behaviour.
The next section deconstructs Cavalcanti’s narration in detail. First, 
the emotion of invidia, and its relation to seeing, talk and buildings, 
is explored. Next, Florentine notions of magnificent patronage are 
discussed with specific attention to the moral connotations that were 
attached to certain architectural elements and qualities. The connection 
between seeing buildings, feeling envy, vicious talk and violent 
behaviour, suggested by Cavalcanti, is further explored in the final part, 
by reconstructing the buildings that were the object of the people’s 
criticism. Each of them was a building that the Florentine citizens could 
actually see at the time. 
Invidia, Fama and Buildings
The roots for fifteenth-century interpretations of invidia were laid 
within the Greco-Roman, as well as the Biblical-Patristic tradition.63 In 
Ovid’s Metamorphoses, the feeling of envy is personified by a woman 
whose 
62  The definition is taken from https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/envy, last consulted 
June 2017.
63  Bridget K Balint, “Envy In The Intellectual Discourse Of The High Middle Ages,” in The 
Seven Deadly Sins: From Communities to Individuals, ed. Richard Newhauser (Leiden: Brill, 
2007), 42-47. I want to warmly thank Jana Graul, for drawing my attention to the concept of 
Invidia in fifteenth-century Italy. 
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face is pale, her body long and lean, her shifting eyes glance 
to the left and right, […]  her slavered tongue drips venom to 
the ground; busy in schemes and watchful in dark snares sweet 
sleep is banished from her blood-shot eyes; her smiles are only 
seen when others weep; with sorrow she observes the fortunate, 
and pines away as she beholds their joy; her own existence is her 
punishment, and while tormenting she torments herself.64 
Within the Greco-Roman tradition, envy was considered a powerful 
and harmful passion, which caused suffering not only for the envied, 
but also for the envier. Patristic writers often echoed such Roman ideas, 
but focused more strongly on the spiritual health of the envious person, 
than the damage the envier might cause.65 
Such focus on the spiritual health of the envious continued 
throughout the Middle Ages, when envy was included in the Christian 
discourse on sin, to which the faithful, since Adam and Eve’s expulsion 
from Paradise, were naturally inclined. Considered from a theological 
perspective, envious behaviour endangered the salvation of the soul. 
Pope Gregory I even classified envy as one of the seven cardinal 
sins, along with gluttony (gula), lust (luxuria), greed (avaritia), sloth 
(acedia), wrath (ira), and pride (superbia). 
Both an emotion and a mortal sin, envy takes up a special position in 
the realm of passions.66 In principle, passions are not ethical. They are 
physical manifestations in the human body and soul which we undergo. 
Virtues and vices, on the other hand, depend upon the choice to act in 
a certain way. Not able to control envy and to subject oneself to this 
passion results in sinful behaviour. 
Envy bares a close connection with physical vision. The relation 
between invidia and seeing is present in the word’s etymological 
roots: in-videre (upon/in - seeing). Medieval authors cultivated the 
connection between envy and seeing, and emphasized specifically that 
the envious are not able to see (non videre) or are almost not seeing 
64  Ovidius. Metamorphoses. 2.708
65  Balint, “Envy In The Intellectual Discourse Of The High Middle Ages,” 42-45. 
66   Langum, Medicine and the Seven Deadly Sins, 109. 
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(quasi non videns).67 In De oculo morali, a handbook for preachers, 
Peter of Limoges described the envious man’s eyes as “clouded” (oculi 
eius caligauerant) and “familiar with shadows” (oculos suos a tenebris 
assuetos).68 In Dante’s Divina commedia, the envious even have their 
eyes stitched up.69 These authors intended to say that the envious are 
partially blind. They only see things in a distorted way. They look at 
another man’s goods, such as wealth, rank, honour, praise, joy, and 
virtue, and conceive them as diminishing to themselves. 
Because the envious perceive what they see as diminishing to 
themselves, they also talk viciously. According to Dante, envy is one of 
the reasons why someone’s reputation (fama) is always better or worse 
than the truth.70 Among vicious minds, so Dante explained, equality 
always gives rise to envy. When “people see (veggiono) a famous person 
(persona famosa), they are immediately filled with envy (invidia); they 
see someone of more or less equal physique and ability, and they fear 
that his excellence will make them less esteemed. And not only do they 
themselves, swayed by their emotions, make a false judgment, but, by 
defaming (diffamando) the person concerned, they lead others to judge 
falsely too.”71 
Envy was also understood as a powerful force behind the culture of 
talk in Renaissance cities. Poets in the fifteenth century satirized this 
culture of talk, strongly drawing upon the connection between seeing 
and vicious words. A canzone of 1433, for example, begins: “Who 
wants to hear lies or little stories come to listen to those who stay all 
67  Matthew Gerarld Shoaf, “Eyeing Envy in the Arena Chapel,” Studies in iconography 30 
(2009): 130.
68  Peter of Limoges, De oculo morali (Chicago: University of Chicago, Special Collections, Rare 
Crerar Incunabula, Incun. 147.L33), cap.8. Cited from ibid.
69  Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy, vol. 2, Purgatorio, trans. Charles S. Singleton (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1973). Cited from ibid.
70  Dante Alighieri, Convivio, (Florence: Le Lettere, 1995), https://www.danteonline.it/.
71  “Onde, quando questi cotali veggiono la persona famosa, incontanente sono invidi, però che 
veggiono a sé pari membra e pari potenza, e temono, per la eccellenza di quell cotale, meno 
essere pregiati. E questi non solamente passionate mal giudicano, ma, diffamando, fanno alli 
altri mal giudicare.” Ibid., Trattato 1, Capitolo 4, 7-8. English translation cited from Il convivio 
(The Banquet), (Garland Library of Medieval Literature, Ser. B. N., 1990), https://digitaldante.
columbia.edu.
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Fig. 14 Invidia as depicted by Giotto in the Scrovegni 
Chapel. Invidia by Giotto di Bondone, 1303-1305, 
fresco, Scrovegni Chapel, Padova, 120cmx55cm. 
Wikimedia commons. ©2011, Web Gallery of Art. 
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day long on the benches.”72 In 1486, the poet Bernardo di Paolo Altoviti 
wrote: “And those on the benches, full of envy and suspicion, enemies 
of all good, die in the envious and canine fury.”73
The close relation between envy, seeing and vicious talk is also shown 
in Giotto’s depiction of Invidia in the Scrovegni chapel in Padova.74 
Giotto depicted Envy as an old woman, viciously holding a bag and 
grabbing with the other hand to something unknown. The woman has 
large ears, hearing everything that is said, and urging her to gossip and 
speak evil of others. The snake coming out of her mouth represents 
the venomous words she spills out. Horns that are about to pierce her 
own skull, and flames devouring her body from below, illustrate envy’s 
self-destructive nature. Envy’s partial blindness is emphasized both in 
the depiction of the woman, and the description underneath the fresco. 
Her eyes, now scratched out, were most probably painted in deep and 
dark eye sockets. The description below, partly erased, reads “Patet 
hic invidiae cecae…” (Exposed here is blind envy’s…). In his fresco, 
Giotto thus strongly emphasized the connection between Invidia and 
seeing, as well as its connection with talk and infamy.
As buildings are manifestations of wealth and prestige, it is no 
coincidence that Cavalcanti presented the people’s envy in direct 
relation to their criticism on Cosimo’s architectural projects. Envy is 
not an abstract feeling caused by knowing that Cosimo is rich. It is 
the visual encounter with his buildings that causes envy, and in turn, 
urges people to talk viciously. The specific content of the people’s talk 
is also important, as it shows that certain architectural elements and 
qualities, such as size and coat of arms, were loaded with meaning and 
representative for moral values. The people’s talk, and the larger moral 
framework to which they referred, are addressed in the next section. 
72  “Chi vuol udir bugie o novellaccie, venga ascoltar costoro che stanno tutto il dí su le pancaccie.” 
In Giovambattista dell’Ottonaio, “Canzona delle Pancaccie”. Cited from Elet, “Seats of Power,” 
451. Italian original, footnote 53.
73  “E quelli delle pancaccie, pieni d’invidia e di sospetto, nimici d’ogni bene, si morranno nella 
invidiosa e canina rabbia.” Cited from ibid., 451. Italian original, footnote 54.
74  For the iconography of Giotto’s Envy, especially Shoaf, “Eyeing Envy in the Arena Chapel,” 
126-67. For the dissertation on which the article is based, Matthew G Shoaf, “Image, Envy, Power: 
Art and Communal Life in the Age of Giotto” (PhD, The University of Chicago, 2003). 
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Spending Virtuously on Architecture: The “Theology of 
Magnificence”
Key concepts in the Florentines’ comments upon Cosimo’s building 
practice were expenditure of money, notions of authorship, the presence 
of coat of arms, and the size of his new palazzo. Cosimo was spending 
large amounts of money on buildings, yet, “the money he used wasn’t 
his”. The abundance of his coat of arms (his palle) in the convent of 
San Marco (the friar’s private quarters)  was equally deplorable, as was 
the size of his new urban residence, Palazzo Medici, next to which the 
“Coliseum would seem useless”. All criticism related to contemporary 
discussions on the moral values of architectural patronage, which was 
gathered in fifteenth-century Florence under the term “magnificence”.75 
In fifteenth-century Florence, the Aristotelian virtue acquired its 
own meaning. Contemporaries reinterpreted magnificence within 
Christian theology, and connected it to ideas on citizenship and the 
common good. The increased attention towards the study of Aristotle’s 
Nicomachean ethics, as well as the new translation made by Leonardo 
Bruni certainly contributed to the revival of magnificence in Florence 
during the first decades of the fifteenth century.76 Yet, its presence in 
the minds of every Florentine was greatly encouraged by the activities 
75  For magnificence in fifteenth-century Florence, see especially Howard, Creating Magnificence; 
Alessandro Polcri, “Teoria e prassi della magnificenza tra Marsilio Ficino, Timoteo Maffei e Cosimo 
de’Medici,” Italian History & Culture 13 (2008): 111-34; Rupert Shepherd, “Republican Anxiety 
and Courtly Confidence: The Politics of Magnificence and Fifteenth-Century Italian Architecture,” 
in The Material Renaissance: Costs and Consumption in Italy, c.1400-1650, ed. Michell O’Malley 
and Evelyn Welch (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2007), 47-70; James R. Lindow, 
The Renaissance Palace in Florence: Magnificence and Splendour in Fifteenth-Century Italy 
(Aldershot: Ashgate, 2007); Paula L. Spilner, “Giovanni di Lapo Ghini and a Magnificent New 
Addition to the Palazzo Vecchio, Florence,” Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians 53, 
no. 4 (1993): 453-65; A. D. Fraser Jenkins, “Cosimo de’ Medici’s Patronage of Architecture and 
the Theory of Magnificence,” JWCI 33 (1970): 162-70.
76  For the reception of Aristotle’s ethics in fifteenth-century Italy, and Florence in particular, 
see especially the work of David Lines; David A Lines, “Aristotle’s ethics in the Renaissance,” 
in The Reception of Aristotle’s Ethics, ed. Jon Miller (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2012), 171-93; Aristotle’s Ethics in the Italian Renaissance (1300-1650): The Universities and 
the Problem of Moral Education, vol. 13 (Leiden, Boston and Köln: Brill, 2002); “Ethics as 
Philology: A Developing Approach to Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics in Florentine Humanism,” 
in Renaissance Readings of the Corpus Aristotelicum, ed. Marianne Pade (Copenhagen: Museum 
Tusculanum Press and University of Copenhagen, 2001), 27-42; “The Commentary Literature on 
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of preachers.77 According to Peter Howard, magnificence “was in the 
air” during the 1420s. Important preachers turned to literary sources to 
translate what Christian authorities had to say on the matter in sermons. 
In so doing, they constructed their own “theology of magnificence”.78 
Howard specifically studied the sermons of the Dominican friar 
Antoninus (1389-1459), and reconstructed the latter’s interpretation of 
magnificence within Christian theology. Antoninus casted magnificence 
as a natural attribute of man, and set his theology within the story of 
Paradise Lost and the account of man’s original nature. He explained 
how man, being made in the image of God, naturally strives towards 
perfection and the magnification of his Creator. “The true nature of man 
is magnificence and nobility, and in living by this, man reveals himself 
as created in the image of God through God’s own magnificence. 
[…] In living so as to be magnificent, people act on a virtue that not 
only originates in God but also reciprocates into God.”79 Because of 
the expulsion from Paradise, mankind is restless and desires to share 
again in God’s magnificence. “Man, as a magnificent work of art, with 
a natural inclination to the magnificent, himself creates magnificent 
works of art in order to “magnify” God”.80 
Magnificent deeds were justified insofar as they honoured God and 
were directed towards the common good. Magnificence also needed to 
be understood within the natural ordering of society, and in his sermons, 
Antoninus equally warned for the excess the virtue might bring with. 
To strive for the right objects, for the right reasons, was crucial for it to 
be a virtuous act. 
Antoninus expressed his ideas on magnificence for the first time 
in his Lenten sermons of 1427. Yet, he returned to the subject a few 
weeks before he was elevated to the archbishopric of Florence in 1446. 
Antoninus gave his sermon on the second of march 1446, only a few 
Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics in Early Renaissance Italy: Preliminary Considerations,” Traditio 
54 (1999): 245-82. 
77  Howard, Creating Magnificence.
78  The phrase is Howard’s. See ibid., 31.
79  Ibid., 44.
80  Ibid., 51.
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months before the attack on Cosimo’s residence took place. In the 
sermon, Antoninus specifically referred to the virtuousness of spending 
money on architectural projects:
For nothing is more magnificent than to bestow the riches one 
possesses in beneficence and generosity, as the most esteemed of 
Arpinians says in his De officiis. Great indeed it was to have 
embellished this most blessed city with piazzas, gates, palaces, 
wide streets, bridges, and marble engravings among many other 
ornaments, and to have brought it into prominence with ardent 
battles and emblems of victory.81
Contemporaries could have understood the praise as a direct 
compliment for Cosimo’s building activities, especially since Antoninus 
included two projects with which Cosimo was personally involved as 
exempla in his sermon.82 Antoninus praised San Lorenzo, the parish 
church whose reconstruction Cosimo was financing at the time, and the 
Buonomini di San Martino, the confraternity which was established in 
1442 with the strong support of the Medici and their friends, and which 
provided those who had temporarily fallen in lesser conditions with 
alms.
The connection between architecture and virtue was not entirely 
new. At least from the beginning of the fifteenth century, Florentine 
humanists equated the beauty and structure of their city with the 
virtuousness of its citizens.83 Yet, what is remarkable here, is that 
Antoninus casts magnificence in such strong theological terms, as a 
natural inclination of mankind in order to magnify his creator. Antoninus 
81 “Nichil enim magnificentius quam habitas divitias ad beneficentiam liberalitatemque 
conferre, ut in De officiis optimus inquit Arpinas. Magnum quidem fuit plateis, foribus, palatiis 
amplitudine viarum, pontibus, sculptilibusque marmoreis et aliis compluribus ornamentis hanc 
felicissimam urbem pulchrifecisse et eam ardentibus pugnis et insignibus extulisse triumphis.” 
Latin transcription and English translation cited from ibid., 70.
82  Ibid., 72. 
83  The most famous example is Leonardo Bruni’s Laudatio florentinae urbis, written circa 1403-
04. Leonardo Bruni, Laudatio Florentine Urbis, ed. Stefano U. Baldassarri (Firenze: Sismel, 2000). 
See also Christine Smith, Architecture in the Culture of Early Humanism: Ethics, Aesthetics, and 
Eloquence 1400-1470 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992), 171-97. 
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presents magnificence in a contemporary view, relating it to ideas on 
divine creation, but also on political values, such as the common good. 
Contemporaries connected the “theology of magnificence” to 
concrete practices of architectural patronage. In the people’s talk on 
Cosimo’s buildings, the expenditure of other people’s money, the 
display of coat of arms, and the size of the palazzo were exemplary 
for how Cosimo did not respect the basic premises of magnificence. 
Connections between notions of authorship, coat of arms and size of 
the palazzo with magnificence were directly made in their talk. That 
contemporaries connected these elements to the realm of “magnificence” 
is also exemplified by Timothei Maffei’s In Magnificentia Cosmi 
Medicei detractores, mentioned earlier. In his text, Maffei defended 
the presence of Cosimo’s coat of arms, as well as the size and 
sumptuousness of his urban residence.84 According to Maffei, the coat 
of arms served to inspire other people towards virtuous imitation. The 
size and sumptuousness of the palazzo (which better befitted a prince 
than a private citizen, as we have seen) was measured in relation to 
Florence’s greatness, and not Cosimo’s. 
The people’s complaints related to Cosimo’s patronage at Palazzo 
Medici, San Marco and San Lorenzo, buildings that were under 
construction or recently finished. The direct connection between what 
the people could see, and the talk they uttered, further strengthens the 
interconnection between seeing, envy, talk and violence, suggested by 
Cavalcanti. 
What People Saw: San Lorenzo, San Marco and Palazzo Medici
SAN LORENZO - The project for the reconstruction of the church 
of San Lorenzo had a long history before Cosimo got involved.85 
Originally conceived as a neighbourhood and parish project, Cosimo 
84  Howard, Creating Magnificence, appendix 3, 128-33.
85  For the construction history of San Lorenzo, especially Marvin Trachtenberg, “Building and 
Writing S. Lorenzo in Florence: Architect, Biographer, Patron, and Prior,” The Art Bulletin 97, 
no. 2 (2015): 140-72; Matthew A Cohen, Beyond beauty: reexamining architectural proportion 
through the basilicas of San Lorenzo and Santo Spirito in Florence (Venice: Marsilio, 2013); 
“How Much Brunelleschi? A Late Medieval Proportional System in the Basilica of San Lorenzo 
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increased his involvement after 1440, the year his brother Lorenzo died. 
Early documentary evidence of a project to enlarge the church already 
dates from 1418, when the Prior and Chapter of San Lorenzo requested 
permission at the Signoria to destroy a number of houses in order to 
enlarge the present church.86 Behind the original church, the Prior and 
Chapter intended to build a new transept, sacristy, cappella maggiora, 
and smaller commemorative chapels, financed by the parish members. 
The new extension would then attach to the original eleventh-century 
basilica.87 Eight wealthy families of the neighbourhood decided to 
finance the construction of a chapel, in which they would be able to bury 
their dead, and organize commemorative services. Cosimo’s father, 
Giovanni de Bicci de’Medici agreed, not only to finance a chapel, but 
also the sacristy (famously designed by Filippo Brunelleschi).88 
Such cooperative funding by parishioners and local families was the 
common procedure for parish churches at the time.89 However, between 
1425 and 1442, no building activity had taken place because of ongoing 
in Florence,” Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians 67, no. 1 (2008): 18-57; Marco 
Assirelli, San Lorenzo: i documenti e i tesori nascosti (Venice: Marsilio, 1993); Howard Saalman, 
Filippo Brunelleschi: The Buildings (London: Zwemmer, 1993); Howard Burns, “San Lorenzo in 
Florence before the building of the new sacristy. An early plan “ Mitteilungen des Kunsthistorischen 
Institutes in Florenz 23, no. 1/2 (1979): 145-54; Howard Saalman, “San Lorenzo: The 1434 
Chapel Project,” The Burlington Magazine 120, no. 903 (1978): 360-64; Volker Herzner, “Zur 
Baugeschichte von San Lorenzo in Florenz,” Zeitschrift für Kunstgeschichte 37, no. 2 (1974): 
89-115; Isabelle Hyman, “Fifteenth century Florentine studies: the Palazzo Medici and a ledger 
for the Church of San Lorenzo” (PhD, New York University, 1968); Howard Saalman, “Filippo 
Brunelleschi: Capital Studies,” The Art Bulletin 40, no. 2 (1958): 113-37; Domenico Moreni, 
Memorie storiche dell Ambrosiana Basilica di S. Lorenzo di Firenze (Florence: Presso Domenico 
Ciardetti in Borgo Ognissanti, 1817), 346-47.
86  For transcriptions of the relevant documents, Memorie storiche, 346-47.
87  Based on a thorough analysis of the archival documents, Herzner argued that the destruction of 
the old basilica was not part of the initial project. The destruction of the old nave only came to the 
fore after Cosimo’s death, in the summer or early autumn of 1465. Herzner, “Zur Baugeschichte 
von San Lorenzo in Florenz,” 89-115. 
88  Many reconstruction studies of the complete church specifically intend to understand 
Brunelleschi’s involvement and authorship when Cosimo took over financial responsibility. For 
the most recent contributions, Trachtenberg, “Building and Writing S. Lorenzo in Florence,” 140-
72; Cohen, “How Much Brunelleschi? ,” 18-57. 
89 Kent, Cosimo de’Medici and the Florentine Renaissance, 179-86; Caroline Elam, 
“Cosimo de’Medici and San Lorenzo,” in Cosimo Il Vecchio de’Medici, 1389-1464: essays in 
commemoration of the 600th anniversary of Cosimo de’ Medici’s birth, ed. Francis Ames-Lewis 
and Ernst H Gombrich (Oxford: Clarendon, 1992), 157-80.
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Fig. 15 Reconstruction of the San Lorenzo building process. Reconstruction by Howard 
Saalman, “Filippo Brunelleschi: Capital Studies,” The Art Bulletin 40, no. 2 (1958): 124.
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wars and financial problems. By 1440, the burial chapel by Giovanni 
di Bicci de’Medici, as well as the sacristy were standing, but the walls 
of the new cappella maggiora were only 8 braccia high. The financial 
model, to come to a complete church, was reconsidered during a meeting 
of the chapter of San Lorenzo in 1440. At the meeting, it was agreed 
that Cosimo would take sole financial responsibility for finishing the 
cappella maggiora as well as the nave towards the old altar. 
In financing the cappella maggiora and nave, Cosimo received its 
patronage rights. In the notarial act of August 1442, which officialised 
Cosimo’s financial commitment, the cappella maggiora is acknowledged 
as the Medici family chapel and burial place. Because of Cosimo’s sole 
intervention in financing the church, the notarial act specified that no 
coat of arms, except of the Medici, were to be displayed in the nave and 
cappella maggiora. The family’s coat of arms in this part of the church 
would become an explicit sign of their authorship.90
The parish church would be completed, but, in contrast to general 
practice, one family claimed authorship and required unprecedented 
visual presence in the building. Coats of arms were usually displayed in 
churches above individual chapels to designate the family who owned 
its patronage rights. In the most collective areas, such as the nave, choir 
and main altar, such private coats of arms were very uncommon, and 
as other cases suggest, unwelcome. For example, before the middle of 
the fifteenth century, Castello di Piero Quaratesi (1395-1465) donated 
100.000 golden florins to the Franciscans in order to finish the facade of 
Santa Croce.91 The facade was part of a larger reconstruction program of 
both Church and convent, in which the Commune and many Florentine 
citizens were financially involved. Castello di Piero Quaratesi donated 
the sum on the condition that his coat of arms would be displayed on the 
facade. The Opera di Calimala, in charge of the reconstruction, refused 
to meet the request, arguing that the display of one family’s coat of arms 
on the facade would be inappropriate when so many had financially 
90  On claims for authorship of buildings, Kent, Cosimo de’Medici and the Florentine Renaissance, 
5-6.
91  Karin Winkel, “De Quaratesi als opdrachtgevers in Firenze,” Incontri 7, no. 3 (1992): 119-30.
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contributed.92 As a result, Castello Quaratesi withdrew his donation and 
the construction of the facade, already underway, was interrupted. That 
the Opera di Calimala preferred to abandon the project (leaving the 
church without a facade for more than three centuries), rather than to 
display the coat of arms on a finished building, illustrates the strong 
sensitivity of the topic. 
The case of the facade of Santa Croce shows that Cosimo was not 
the only one to seek visual prominence in ecclesiastical buildings 
through his patronage. Yet, it also illustrates the exceptional nature of 
Cosimo’s patronage at San Lorenzo, in which he overtook sole financial 
responsibility to finalise the church. The complaints of Cosimo’s fellow 
citizens - that he was building under his own name, by emptying other 
people’s pockets - might refer to illegitimate financial practices in 
general. They might also suggest that contemporaries had difficulties 
accepting the new practice and felt a strong discontent towards the 
Medici’s dominance in the church. After all, it was also their parish 
church, and although construction had not proceeded as it should, several 
walls had already been standing. Their complaints about building under 
one’s own name, using other people’s money, or, in other words, the 
complaints on invalid claims of authorship can be directly related to the 
project of San Lorenzo.
SAN MARCO - Although coats of arms played a role in the 
attribution of authorship at San Lorenzo, the direct reference to 
Cosimo’s coat of arms (his palle) in the people’s talk related to the 
convent of San Marco. Unlike the church of San Lorenzo, the convent 
of San Marco was a finished building at the time of the attack. At San 
Marco, Cosimo had financed the reconstruction of the living quarters 
of the friars, the renovation of the church, the creation of a garden, as 
well as a library to be publicly used by the Florentines.93 The extent of 
Cosimo’s patronage at San Marco was visible by the omnipresence of 
his coat of arms. These “were everywhere at San Marco; on the facade, 
92   Ibid.
93  For Cosimo’s patronage at San Marco, especially, Kent, Cosimo de’Medici and the Florentine 
Renaissance, 171-79.
150 Envy, Talk, Magnificence and Violence
above and within the cappella maggiore, on the biforate windows at 
the landing of the main stairs, above the door over the night stairs, as a 
collar around the bell tower.”94 
At San Marco, Cosimo financed a reconstruction project for a convent 
to be inhabited by the Dominican Observants.95 Living according to the 
strict rules of poverty (not being allowed to own landed property or 
receive annual rents), observant friars were completely depended upon 
the charity of others.96 From the outset of the movement, the Observants 
attracted the patronage of wealthy citizens. However, subsequent 
reforms in the rules on revenue as well as complaints expressed by 
members of the orders during the fifteenth century suggest they had 
difficulties to meet their needs. During the 1450s, Antoninus, prior of 
San Marco from 1439 to 1444, complained that laymen “are mean in 
giving alms and prefer to spend on chapels, superfluous ornaments, and 
ecclesiastical pomp rather than on the support for the poor.”97 
Antoninus’ complaints point to a sensitive subject in the charity 
towards the Observants. Observants needed alms for their daily needs, 
such as food and clothing, while donors preferred to spend money 
on more visible and lasting products, such as buildings, preferably 
with their coat of arms as visual testimony of their patronage openly 
displayed. Cosimo departed from such patterns of patronage as he also 
provided the friars with recurrent alms to meet their daily expenses.98 
Nevertheless, Cosimo’s contemporaries might still have felt that the 
omnipresence of his coat of arms represented an inappropriate claim 
for honour and prestige. 
94  Ibid., 178.
95 The buildings were previously inhabited by the Silvestrines. Pope Eugenius IV, himself a strong 
supporter of the observant reform, transferred the building from the Silvestrines to the Observant 
Dominicans in 1436. According to Vespasiano da Bisticci, it would have been the pope who 
convinced Cosimo to reconstruct the convent. Ibid., 171-79. 
96  Nicolai Rubinstein, “Lay patronage and observant reform in fifteenth-century Florence,” in 
Christianity and the Renaissance, ed. Timothy Verdon and John Henderson (Syracuse, N.Y.: 
Syracuse University Press, 1990), 63-82.
97  “Parci sunt in eleemosynis dandis, et libentius expendunt in capellis vel ornamentis superfluis 
et pompis ecclesiarum, quam in subventione pauperum.” Antoninus, Chronicae, pt.3, tit.23, 
chapt.4, sec.13, vol.3: 629. Cited from ibid., 66. 
98  Ibid., 67.
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Fig. 16 a, b, c Medici coats of arms above entrance door to the library, the private cells 
of the friars, as well as the central courtyard. Convent of San Marco by Michellozzo, 
Florence, ca.1436-1444. Photograph. 2015. Taken by author.
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PALAZZO MEDICI - The last project, targeted in the criticism, was 
the new urban residence Cosimo constructed along the Via Larga. In 
1445, Cosimo started to construct Palazzo Medici.99 The new palazzo 
was to house himself, wife and sons. His nephew, Pierfrancesco, 
remained in the Casa Vecchia, which equally underwent an architectural 
transformation at the time.100 In those years, the Via Larga changed 
strongly from an assembly of individual smaller structures, into an 
ordered composition of larger buildings, displaying Medici wealth and 
authority.101 
The transformation was possible because of the multiple properties 
in the family’s possession, and the help of close associates and friends. 
To build a family residence, Florentine patrons patiently bought up 
neighbouring properties and included them in one building. The 
possibility to do so reflected the wealth, authority and prestige a patrician 
had in the city.102 The Medici not only possessed many properties in the 
neighbourhood, but also acquired plots from important families such 
as the Cambini and Ginori.103 Giovanni Rucellai, on the other hand, 
failed in buying up a neighbouring property for the construction of his 
palazzo, leaving the facade disgracefully incomplete.104 
99  For the dating of Palazzo Medici, especially Dale V Kent and F W Kent, “Two comments 
of March 1445 on the Medici palace,” The Burlington Magazine 121, no. 921 (1979): 795-96; 
Isabelle Hyman, “Notes and speculations on S. Lorenzo, Palazzo Medici, and an urban project by 
Brunelleschi,” Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians 34 (1975): 98-120; Aby Warburg, 
“Der Baubeginn des Palazzo Medici,” Mitteilungen des Kunsthistorischen Institutes in Florenz 
11 (1908-1911): 85-87. For an overview of the scholarly discussion, Emanuela Ferretti, “The 
Medici Palace, Cosimo the Elder, and Michelozzo: A Historiographical Survey,” in A Renaissance 
architecture of power: princely palaces in the Italian Quattrocento, ed. Silvia Beltramo (Leiden 
and Boston: Brill, 2016), 264-66.
100  Saalman and Mattox, “The First Medici Palace,” 335.
101  See also Elam, “Cosimo de’Medici and San Lorenzo,” 157-80.
102 See, for example, Michael Lingohr, “The Palace and Villa as Spaces of Patrician Self-
Definition,” in Renaissance Florence: A Social History, ed. Roger J Crum and John P Paoletti 
(Cambridge, Mass: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 240-72.
103  Ferretti, “The Medici Palace, Cosimo the Elder, and Michelozzo,” 269.
104 For a detailed study of the unfinished facade, Piero Sanpaolesi, “Precisazioni sul Palazzo 
Rucellai,” Palladio 13 (1963): 61-66. For the construction history, Christoph L Frommel, “La 
progettazione di Palazzo Rucellai,” in Leon Battista Alberti: Architetture e committenti: atti 
dei convegni internazionali del comitato nazionale VI centeario della nascita di Leon Battista 
Alberti: Firenze, Rimini, Mantova, 12-16 ottobre 2004, ed. Arturo Calzona and e.a. (Florence: L. 
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Fig. 17 Reconstruction of Medici houses along the Via Larga. At the right, the house 
of Pierfrancesco de’Medici ca.1510. Reconstruction by Douglas Derr. Taken from 
Howard Saalman and Philip Mattox, “The First Medici Palace,” JSAH 44 (1985): 335.
Fig. 18 Reconstruction of Palazzo Medici before the transformation by the Riccardi 
family. Ferdinando Leopoldo Del Migiliore, Firenze città nobilissima illustrata da 
Ferdinando Leopoldo Del Migliore. Pirma, seconda, e terza parte del primo libro 
(Florence: Stamperia della Stella, 1648). ©2015, Biblioteca Nazionale di Firenze. http://
teca.bncf.firenze.sbn.it/
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In order to build Palazzo Medici, Cosimo demolished nine houses, 
an inn and several casette on the corner of Via Larga, Via de’Gori, and 
Via de’Ginori (formerly Borgo San Lorenzo).105 Destruction of the 
buildings started in the spring of 1445. The following year, construction 
works were in progress. It is unclear when the new residence was 
complete. Yet, in 1458 the family had moved there recently.106 At the 
time talk in the streets was recorded, construction of Palazzo Medici 
had thus only recently started. Yet, from the demolished houses and 
first constructed walls, the intended size of the building must have 
been already perceptible.107 In a letter of March 1445, addressed to 
Giovanni de’Medici, ser Alessio Galluzzi described the empty site as 
“una magnificentia a vedere”.108 
The intended palazzo’s size greatly disturbed Cosimo’s 
contemporaries, leading them to comment that “the Coliseum would 
seem useless” next to it. The comment obviously intended to hurt, as 
it touched upon values addressed by Cosimo’s most beloved ancient 
author. In De officiis, Cicero described the kind of house a citizen of 
rank and station (hominis honorati et principis domum) should build. 
Cicero believed that serviceableness (usus) is its prime object. “To this 
the plan of the building should be adapted; and yet careful attention 
should be paid to its convenience and distinction.”109 The quote was 
well known in fifteenth-century Florence.110 Cosimo’s house, which 
would be so large that the Coliseum would seem useless, obviously 
S. Olschki, 2009), 49-80; Francesco Paolo Fiore, “Leon Battista Alberti, palazzo e città,” in Leon 
Battista Alberti e l’architettura, ed. Massimo Bulgarelli and e.a. (Milan: Silvana, 2006), 98-119; 
Preyer, “The Rucellai Palace,” vol 2, 152-225. 
105  Saalman and Mattox, “The First Medici Palace,” 335.
106  The date is based on a tax declaration of 1458. For the documentary evidence and scholarly 
discussion on the topic, Ferretti, “The Medici Palace, Cosimo the Elder, and Michelozzo,” 265-66. 
107  See also Kent and Kent, “Two comments of March 1445,” 795-96.
108  ASF, Mediceo Avanti il Principato, V, 509. Cited from Ibid., 795.
109  “ad quem accommodanda est aedificandi descriptio et tamen adhibenda commoditatis 
dignitatisque diligentia.” Cicero, De officiis, 1.138. English translation from M Tullius Cicero, 
De officiis, trans. Walter Miller (Cambridge, Mass and London: Harvard University Press, 1913), 
1.138.
110  Cicero’s De officiis was one of the most commonly read, summarized and quoted works of 
Roman authors in Florence. Kent, Cosimo de’Medici and the Florentine Renaissance, 220-22. 
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did not fit that criterion. Even though magnificence praised grand 
achievements, large size in architectural patronage of both private and 
public buildings remained ambiguous (the bible and ancient authors 
gave precedence for such negative evaluation).111 Yet, by specifically 
addressing its deficiency towards utility, Cosimo’s contemporaries 
knew to hit a sensitive chord.
Palazzo Medici was indeed large to Renaissance standards, but one 
should not confuse its size with the present building. The building to 
be seen today is the result of a large reconstruction by the Riccardi 
family when they bought the property in 1659.112 The original building 
consisted of only ten window bays instead of the present seventeen. The 
facade had a central portal, from which an entrance led to the courtyard. 
Two openings of the same dimensions were arranged symmetrically on 
the front facade. The first gave access to the family loggia, along with 
a second opening around the corner. The other was a service entrance 
that probably led to the stables. The family loggia was closed in 1517, 
by the so-called finestre inginocchiate by Michelangelo. Probably at the 
same time, the service entrance was closed off as well. The purchase 
of the adjacent property in 1468 by Piero de’Medici had allowed the 
construction of a new service wing, making the first service entrance 
redundant. 
The negative talk in the streets of Florence engaged with 
contemporary values of appropriate architectural patronage projected 
on the buildings Cosimo financed at the time. The appropriateness of 
his patronage was discussed in explicit moral terms, within an overall 
system on the proper use of money for large achievements. Specific 
architectural elements and characteristics, such as the display of coats 
111  Smith, Architecture in the Culture of Early Humanism, 40-53; John Onians, “The Last 
Judgement of Renaissance Architecture,” Royal Society of Arts Journal 128 (1980): 701-20.
112  For a reconstruction of Palazzo Medici’s building history, especially Simonetta Merendoni 
and Luigi Ulivieri, eds., Il Palazzo Magnifico: Palazzo Medici Riccardi a Firenze (Turin: Umberto 
Allemandi, 2009); W A Bulst, “Uso e trasformazione del Palazzo mediceo fino ai Riccardi,” in 
Il Palazzo Medici Riccardi di Firenze, ed. G Cherubini and G Fanelli (Florence: Giunti, 1990), 
98-124; “Die ursprüngliche innere Aufteilung des Palazzo Medici in Florenz,” Mitteilungen des 
Kunsthistorischen Institutes in Florenz 14, no. 4 (1970): 369-92.
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of arms and the size of private residences, were signs of the moral 
substance of the architectural patron. When these did not conform to 
socially accepted values, they gave reason to talk. As buildings were 
visual artefacts, with which the eyes of the people walking in the streets 
of Florence, were necessarily confronted, and as these buildings were 
material testimonies of Cosimo’s wealth, they necessarily evoked envy, 
and became the catalyst of talk and vicious behaviour. By relating the talk 
on Cosimo’s buildings to envy, Cavalcanti hinted at these connections. 
By reconstructing the conceptual field around seeing, emotions, envy, 
magnificence and talk, the interrelation becomes all the more tangible.
By casting the urban talk as a direct consequence of the people’s envy, 
Cavalcanti also sheds a different light upon the virtue and vices of the 
parties involved; Not Cosimo’s immoral behaviour as an architectural 
patron, but the people’s sinfulness is represented in their talk. Envy, 
mixed with anger, gave the people a distorted look on Cosimo’s true 
worth. They considered Cosimo’s architectural patronage wrongly and 
misinterpreted what they saw. 
The relation between the envy felt towards Cosimo’s riches, the 
criticism on his buildings, as well as the defamatory attack on his house 
deserves one final afterthought. By relating, not only the talk, but also 
the attack itself to invidia, Cavalcanti’s account hints at a final aspect of 
defilement in Renaissance Italy.
Envy’s Dangerous Look: An Extra Perspective on Defamatory 
Practices? 
While both medieval texts and iconographic traditions allude to the 
partial blindness of the envious, invidia implies, through its etymological 
roots, another mode of looking as well. In-videre literally means “to 
look at someone with hostile intent”, and thus equally refers to an 
active mode of hostile looking.113 Such interpretation of hostile looking 
strongly connects invidia with the phenomenon of the “Evil Eye” and 
alludes to an additional aspect of practices of house-scorning.114 
113  Balint, “Envy In the Intellectual Discourse of The High Middle Ages,” 43.
114  For the connection between Envy and the Evil Eye, Shoaf, “Eyeing Envy in the Arena 
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Across time and place, one finds the popular belief that someone 
possessing the Evil Eye can inflict harm upon another by merely 
directing a malevolent gaze at them.115 The Evil Eye is generally 
considered as “an emanation, frequently conceived as a ray of light, 
proceeded from the eye to the object seen, and hence evil influences 
could travel from the beholder to affect those things which came 
into his field of vision.”116 In ancient Rome and other Mediterranean 
cultures, the Evil Eye was considered to be a concrete manifestation 
of Invidia. The connection continued in the Late Middle Ages, as an 
illumination in a manuscript from the Bodleian Library illustrates.117 
Fear for Invidia’s malevolent gaze might also explain why her eye is 
scratched out in Giotto’s aforementioned fresco.118
Popular culture developed a whole range of protective talismans, 
amulets and other apotropaic tokens to protect oneself against the Evil 
Eye. In Italy, for example, coral was believed to distract and discourage 
the evil gaze at least from the thirteenth century onwards.119 Coral is 
found in many Renaissance paintings, remodelled in jewellery worn 
around children’s wrists and necks. The protective tokens are depicted 
on the bodies of aristocratic children and the Christ child. The purpose 
of such tokens was to divert the glance of the envious and keep the 
injurious gaze from reaching the intended victim’s eyes. If not, the gaze 
would find an entry in the body and harm it.
Chapel,” 126-67; Balint, “Envy In The Intellectual Discourse Of The High Middle Ages,” 41-56; S 
A Callisen, “The Evil Eye in Italian Art,” The Art Bulletin 19, no. 3 (1937): 450-62.
115  John H Elliot, Beware the Evil Eye. The Evil Eye in the Bible and the Ancient World, 4 
vols. (Eugene, Oregon: Cascade Books, 2015-17); Siegfried Seligmann, Der böse Blick und 
Verwandtes. Ein Beitrag zur Geschichte des Aberglaubens aller Zeiten und Völker. Nachdruk der 
Ausgabe Berlin 1910 (Hildesheim: Olms, 1985); Frederick Thomas Elworthy, The Evil Eye: The 
Origin and Practices of Superstition (New York: The Juian press, 1958). 
116  Callisen, “The Evil Eye in Italian Art,” 450.
117  Joanne S Norman, Metamorphoses of an Allegory: The Iconography of the Psychomachia 
in Medieval Art, American University Studies, Series IX, History (New York, Bern, Frankfurt am 
Main and Paris: Peter Lang, 1988), 343, figure 77. The image, as well as other iconographical 
representations of Envy, is referred to in Shoaf, “Eyeing Envy in the Arena Chapel,” 129, footnote 
7.
118  For the practice of scratching eyes in artworks, David Freedberg, The power of images: 
studies in the history and theory of response (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989), 27-33. 
119  Callisen, “The Evil Eye in Italian Art,” 453-55.
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Fig. 19 Pilgrim meets Envy and her daughters. Oxford, Bodleian 
Library, Douce MS 300, ca.1400, f.73v. Taken from Joanne S 
Norman, Metamorphoses of an Allegory: The Iconography of the 
Psychomachia in Medieval Art (New York: Peter Lang, 1988), 343.
Fig. 20 Coral around the neck of the Christ child. Madonna di 
Senigalia by Piero della Francesca, 1470, painting, oil on canvas, 
31cm x 28cm. Wikimedia commons. ©2012, Eugene.
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The application of such apotropaic tokens was also transposed 
on houses. In ancient Rome, for example, phalluses were painted or 
carved on a door jamb in order to protect the household inside from 
harm.120 Such practices create intriguing connections with the practices 
of house-scorning, which first and foremost targeted the openings of 
houses. One could question whether these attacks on the openings of 
the house can be regarded as a physical manifestation of the envious act 
of looking. And if so, then the act of throwing ink or blood on a door 
(the person, giving an envious look, was referred to as a jettatore), or 
to tear down shutters would have magical or supernatural connotations. 
Such attacks would inflict real harm, or could be considered as curses 
upon the people living there. Whether the murmuring in Florence also 
talked about a possible curse Cosimo received in this way, is something 
we will never know. Yet, everyone understood that the attack with blood 
had a dreadful significance (dolorosa signifcanza). If the attack on the 
house was a manifestation of Invidia, its harm could go beyond shame 
and infamy, to real physical injury and damage. 
120  Ibid., 453.
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4. control, eradIcatIon, PurIfIcatIon and InfaMy:
Destroying the Santacroce Houses in Rome (1482)
In the night of 3 to 4 April 1482, Giorgio Santacroce attacked the 
house of the Della Valle along the Via Papalis with 200 men and five 
troops.1 Enmities between the Santacroce and the Della Valle had been 
growing steadily ever since Francesco Santacroce had lightly wounded 
Francesco Della Valle during the Sede Vacante of 1471. Now, one 
decade later, the conflict escalated, resulting in an attack on the Della 
Valle houses. As a punishment for the attack, Pope Sixtus IV ordered to 
destroy the Santacroce houses. 
The conflict between the Santacroce and Della Valle is often recalled 
in studies that analyse social and political life in Rome during the second 
half of the fifteenth century.2 It often serves to illustrate how violent 
1  The reconstruction of events is based on a number of chronicles and diaries, as well as archival 
sources. Jacopo Gherardi, Il diario romano di Jacopo Gherardi da Volterra dal 7 settembre 1479 
al 12 agosto 1484, ed. Enrico Carusi, 7 vols. (Città di Castello: S. Lapi, 1904-1911), 44-45; 93-94; 
Gaspare Pontani, Il diario romano di Gaspare Pontani già riferito al Notaio del Nantiporto (30 
gennaio 1481 - 25 luglio 1492), ed. Diomede Toni, Rerum italicarum scriptores (Città di Castello: 
S. Lapi, 1907), 5; Sigismundo dei Conti, Le storie de suoi tempi dal 1475 al 1510, 2 vols. (Rome: 
1883), 134-37; Stefano Infessura, Diario della città di Roma di Stefano Infessura scribasenato, 
ed. Oreste Tommasini (Rome: Forzani, 1890), 87-88. The archival sources are referred to in the 
respective footnotes.
2  Maria Antonietta Visceglia, “Factions in Rome between Papal Wars and International Conflicts 
(1480-1530),” in Factional Struggles: Divided Elites in European Cities and Courts (1400-
1750), ed. Mathieu Caesar (Leiden: Brill, 2017), 82-103; Amedeo De Vincentii, “Guerre e paci 
dei baroni romani (1417-1484): la prospettiva curiale,” in Congiure e conflitti: L’affermazione 
della signoria pontificia su Roma nel Rinascimento: politica, economia e cultura, ed. M. 
Gargano, M. Chiabò, A. Modigliani, P. Osmond (Rome: Roma nel Rinascimento, 2014), 217-45.
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Palazzo Colonna     
Della Valle Houses  
Fig. 21 Tempesta’s map of Rome with indications of the Santacroce and Della Valle Houses, 




conflict among the baronial families affected the whole citizenry. An 
analysis of the conflict, in relation to extra-judiciary forms of conflict-
settlement in other Italian cities, and the specific meaning and impact of 
the destruction, is still missing. This chapter studies the conflict between 
the Della Valle and the Santacroce as well as the pope’s intervention, 
with a specific focus on the acts of destruction and reconstruction of the 
protagonists’ ancestral urban residences. 
The Roman case is specific for a number of reasons. During the 
second half of the fifteenth century, Florence and Bologna developed 
towards oligarchical regimes. Citizens, belonging to the most prominent 
families of the city, dominated the political landscape. In Rome, the 
situation was far more complex. The political structure created a city 
with many overlapping political and legal institutions, as well as 
ambiguous claims on who exerted full responsibility over the civitas.3 
Rome was governed by municipal authorities, whose administrative 
bodies were occupied by members of the roman citizenry. As the diocese 
of the popes and the capital of the Papal States, Rome was also ruled 
by the pope and his curia. The individuals representing the institutions, 
however, blurred the distinction. Often, members of the roman citizenry 
took up positions in both the municipality and the papal curia.4 
Rome also became increasingly cosmopolitan in character over 
the course of the fifteenth century. The papal curia attracted many 
foreigners to the city.5 By the first decades of the sixteenth century, only 
20 to 24% of the Roman population were “Romans” in the traditional 
3  See, for example, Carol M. Richardson, Reclaiming Rome: Cardinals in the Fifteenth Century 
(Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2009); Peter Partner, The Lands of St. Peter: The Papal State in the 
Middle Ages and the Early Renaissance (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California 
Press, 1972).
4 Anna Modigliani, “Sistemi familiari dell’aristocrazia municipale (secc. XIV-XV),” in 
Popolazione e società a Roma dal medioevo all’età contemporanea, ed. Eugenio Sonnino (Rome: 
Il Calamo, 1998), 229-46; Anna Esposito, “Li nobili huomini di Roma: Strategie familiari tra città, 
curia, e municipio,” in Roma Capitale: Atti del 4° convegno di studio CSCTM (S. Miniato, October 
27-31, 1992), ed. Sergio Genzini (San Miniato: Pacini, 1994), 373-88.
5  Pierre Hurtubise, Tous les chemins mènent à Rome: Arts de vivre et de réussir à la cour 
pontificale au XVIe siècle (Ottawa: Les Presses de l’Université d’Ottawa, 2009); John F. 
D’Amico, Renaissance Humanism in Papal Rome: Humanists and Churchmen on the Eve of the 
Reformation (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1983).
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sense. 30 to 46% were integrated or assimilated as Romans, 5 to 15% 
came from the larger Roman region, 20 to 30% were Italians, 5 to 20% 
came from other parts of Europe.6 
The overlapping institutions and the city’s cosmopolitan character 
made it difficult for prominent Roman families to dominate the political 
and social landscape. Pope Sixtus IV’s policies acerbated the situation. 
From the outset of his pontificate in 1471, Sixtus IV encouraged 
newcomers to settle in Rome. Legal reforms helped newcomers to 
acquire property in the city and build large urban residences.7 Sixtus 
IV also increased papal control on the physical fabric of Rome through 
a large urban renovation program.8 The program served to improve the 
infrastructure of the city in view of the many pilgrims coming to the city 
for the Holy Year of 1475. Restoration works at ports, streets, bridges 
and squares also created a public network that facilitated trade and 
commerce. The street was an important tool for urban transformation 
in Sixtus’ construction program. In order to regulate and improve 
public streets, balconies and jetties, encroaching on such streets, were 
submitted to destruction.9 
6  The percentages are based on the censimento made under Clement VII, known as the descriptio 
urbis, shortly before the Sack of Rome in 1527. Valeria Cafà, Palazzo Massimo alle Colonne di 
Baldassare Peruzzi. Storia di una famiglia romana e del suo palazzo in rione Parione, Premio 
James Ackerman per la storia dell’architettura 2006 (Venice: Marsilio, 2007), 23. 
7  Richardson, Reclaiming Rome, 300-05. The papal bulls are etsi universis (1475) and et si de 
cunctarum civitatum (1480), published in Sebastiano Franco and Henrico Dalmazzo, ed. Bullarum, 
diplomatum et privilegiorum sanctorum romanorum pontificum taurinensis editio locupletior 
facta collectione novissima plurium brevium, epistolarum, decretorum actorumque S. Sedis a 
s. Leone Magno usque ad praesens, vol. 25 (Turin: Augustuae Taurinorum, 1857-72; anastatic 
reprint 1964), vol 5, 211-12 and 73-78.
8  For Sixtus’s urban interventions, especially in relation to this case, Carla Keyvanian, Hospitals 
and Urbanism in Rome, 1200-1500 (Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2015), 339-83; Gianfranco 
Spagnesi, Roma: La Basilica di San Pietro, il borgo e la città (Milan: Jaca Book, 2003), 43-51; 
Anna Modigliani, Mercati, botteghe e spazi di commercio a Roma tra Medioevo ed Età Moderna 
(Rome: Roma nel Rinascimento, 1998), 145-209, 285-314; Simonetta Valtieri, “La zona di Campo 
de’Fiori prima e dopo gli interventi di Sisto IV,” L’architettura, Cronache e Storia 30 (1984): 346-
72; Egmont Lee, Sixtus IV and Men of Letters, ed. Eugenio Massa, vol. 26, Temi e testi (Rome: 
Edizioni di storia e letteratura, 1978), 123-50. 
9  The public street (via publica) is a legal category for a street that came into being during the 
comunal era. David Friedman, “Palaces and the Street in Late Medieval and Renaissance Italy,” in 
Urban Landscapes, ed. J W R Whitehand and P J Larkham (London: Routledge, 1992), 69-72. On 
this category of streets, and their relation to private residences, see next chapter. 
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Sixtus’ beneficial policy towards newcomers as well as the extensive 
urban program made it increasingly difficult for the traditional Roman 
nobility to dominate the urban landscape politically, socially, but also 
architecturally. The urban residences of prominent Roman families 
rivalled with those of newcomers. 
The Conflict: Families, Factions and the Pope
Enmities between the Della Valle and the Santacroce started during 
the Vacant See of 1471. Before, the two families had lived in peace. 
They both belonged to the new nobility that largely changed the social 
and political landscape in Rome from the fourteenth century onwards.10 
Cola de Rienzo’s revolution and the pope’s stay in Avignon during the 
fourteenth century created possibilities for Roman families to increase 
social and political influence in the city.11 In 1347, Cola de Rienzo’s 
revolution weakened the power of the baronial families. With the popes 
in Avignon, a power vacuum was created from which traditional Roman 
families profited. These families could now buy up farms outside the 
walls (called casali) long controlled by the barons and the church. The 
Della Valle, but also the Cenci, de’Rossi, Leni and others, bought these 
farmlands, cultivated livestock, and became rich in the process. During 
the first half of the fifteenth century, when the popes returned from 
Avignon, a wave of economic prosperity followed. The banking, cloth 
and spice industries flourished, from which families like the Santacroce 
profited. The Santacroce gathered wealth through their commercial and 
banking activities, and also bought estates outside the walls. 
10  On the new Roman nobility, Anna Modigliani, “Continuità e trasformazione dell’aristocrazia 
municipale romana nel xv secolo,” in Roma medievale: aggiornamenti, ed. Paolo Delogu 
(Florence: Edizioni all’Insegna del Giglio, 1999), 267-79; Massimo Miglio and Anna Modigliani, 
eds., Li nuptiali di Marco Antonio Altieri pubblicati da Enrico Narducci (Rome: Roma nel 
Rinascimento, 1995); Esposito, “Li nobili huomini di Roma: Strategie familiari tra città, curia, e 
municipio,” 373-88; Anna Modigliani, “Li nobili huomini di Roma: Comportamenti economici e 
scelte professionali,” In Roma capitale: Atti del 4° convegno di studio csctm (S. Miniato, October 
7-31, 1992), ed. Sergio Genzini, (San Miniato: Pacini, 1994), 345-72. 
11   For a short overview of the process, Kathleen Wren Christian, Empire Without End: 
Antiquities Collections in Renaissance Rome, c. 1350-1527 (New Haven and London: Yale 
University Press, 2010), 64-70.
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Proof of the good relations between the Santacroce and Della Valle 
is the marriage between Livia Della Valle and Prospero Santracroce 
(died ca.1511).12 Livia’s father, Lelio Della Valle (ca.1400-1476) and 
Prospero’s uncle, Andrea Santacroce (ca.1402-1473) also collaborated 
in the committee reforming the city statutes of 1469.13 Lelio and Andrea 
both served as avvocati concistoriali and acquired fame as jurists.
During the Vacant See of 1471, the situation of friendship and peace 
changed.14 On 9 August 1471, Sixtus IV was elected pope. Following 
custom, the Romans plundered the private quarters of the elected 
candidate.15 The “sacking” marked the moment in which the cardinal 
left his personal state as assistant of the Church and assumed his role 
as ecclesiastical and political leader. During the plundering, Francesco 
Della Valle accidentally wounded Francesco Santacroce with his 
sword.16 Francesco Santacroce was offended by the attack and took 
revenge shortly thereafter. He wounded Francesco Della Valle at the 
left shin near the heel when the latter crossed Campo de’Fiori. Even 
when the wound was completely healed, so the chronicler Sigismondo 
Conti recalled, Francesco Della Valle continued to limp.17 
12  On Prospero, Anna Esposito, “Prospero Santacroce,” in Dizionario Biografico degli Italiani 
(2017).
13  On Lelio Della Valle, Bruno Gatta, “Lelio Della Valle,”ibid. (1989). On Andrea Santacroce, 
Anna Esposito, “Famiglia, mercanzia e libri nel testamento di Andrea Santacroce (1471),” in 
Aspetti della vita economica e culturale a Roma nel Quattrocento, ed. Arnold Esch (Rome: 1981), 
195-220.
14  Both Volterra and Conti trace the origin of the conflict specifically to this moment. Jacopo 
Gherardi da Volterra, Il diario romano di Jacopo Gherardi da Volterra dal 7 settembre 1479 al 
12 agosto 1484, ed. Enrico Carusi, Rerum Italicarum Scriptores (Città di Castello: S. Lapi, 1910-
1911), 44-45; Conti, Le storie de suoi tempi, 134-37. A short summary is also given in Infessura, 
Diario della città di Roma, 87-88.
15  John M Hunt, The Vacant See in Early Modern Rome: A Social History of the Papal Interregnum 
(Leiden: Brill, 2016); Maria Antonietta Visceglia, Morte e elezione del papa: Norme, riti e conflitti 
(Rome: Viella, 2013); Joëlle Rollo-Koster, Raiding Saint Peter: Empty Sees, Violence, and the 
Initiation of the Great Wester Schism (Leiden: Brill, 2008); Sergio Bertelli, Il corpo del re: 
sacralità del potere nell’Europa medievale e moderna (Florence: Ponte alle Grazie, 1990), 36-54; 
Laurie Nussdorfer, “The Vacant See: Ritual and Protest in Early Modern Rome,” The Sixteenth 
Century Journal 18, no. 2 (1987): 173-89.
16  For the relation between the individual Della Valle and Santacroce family members, see the 
respective family trees. Biographical references are included for the main protagonists. 
17  Conti, Le storie de suoi tempi, 134. 
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Afflicting wounds with permanent damage was a serious offense, 
and Francesco Della Valle, in turn, swore to take revenge. In 1478, 
Francesco Della Valle saw his opportunity. His sister Livia and her 
husband Prospero Santacroce invited Francesco Santacroce one night 
for dinner. Disguised, Francesco Della Valle entered the house of 
his sister and murdered Francesco Santacroce at the table. Prospero 
Santacroce felt obliged to vengeance the murder of his guest and family 
member, and declared war upon the Della Valle.  
When someone declared war upon an opponent in Rome, families 
enclosed and armed themselves in the family complex together with 
friends and servants.18 The Della Valle set up extensive defensive 
structures around their houses along the Via Papalis, not far from Piazza 
Navona.19 As the structures inhibited Prospero Santacroce to take 
revenge on the murderer of his guest, he turned his attention towards 
Pietro Margani, father-in-law of Filippo Della Valle. On 15 September 
1480 - nine years after the first blow had been given - Prospero murdered 
Pietro Margani at his house in piazza Margana. The murder had direct 
legal consequences. On 24 October 1480, Prospero’s Casale di Selva 
della Rocca, one of his extramural estates, was confiscated.20 The 
punishment aimed to bring economical damage. Prospero retrieved part 
of his income from such extramural estates.21 Most probably, Prospero 
was also forced to leave the city.
18  Ibid., 135.
19 On the Della Valle houses, Paola Brunori, Federica De Rubertis, and Alessandro Grassia, 
“Palazzo della Valle-del Bufalo e l’”isola” della Valle in Roma,” Rassegna di architettura e 
urbanistica 23, no. 69/70 (1990): 138-45; Christoph Luitpold Frommel, Der römische Palastbau 
der Hochrenaissance (Tübingen: Wasmuth, 1973), vol.1, 100, 45; vol.3, 48-53. 
20  ASR, Archivio Santacroce, b. 262, f. 54-55, 24 ottobre 1480. “Francesco figlio di Paolo Cenci 
del Rione Regola marescialo deputato da Papa Sisto IV piglia possesso in nome della Camera, 
del Casale e Tenuta della Silva della Rocca, confinante con li Casali di Palidoro, Guarticcioli, 
Castil Campanile confiscato al nobile S. Prospero S. p. il preteso homicidio commeso in persona 
del nobile sg. Pietro Margani. Leonardo Petri Notario”. Also transcribed and cited in Francesca 
Vicarelli, “La collezione di antichità della famiglia Santacroce,” in Collezioni di antichità a Roma 
tra ‘400e ‘500, ed. Anna Cavallaro (Rome: De luca editore d’arte, 2007), 68. The punishment for 
Pietro Margani’s murder confirms Dean’s observations that attacks, made within the vendetta, 
were handled as ordinary crimes. 
21  On Prospero’s economical activities, Ivan Ait and Arnold Esch, “Aspettando l’Anno Santo: 
fornitura di vino e gestione di taverne nella Roma del 1475,” Quellen und Forschungen aus 
italienischen Archiven und Bibliotheken  (1993): 387-417.
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Prospero’s return to Rome, however, seems to have been secured only 
one month later. On 18 November 1480, a peace agreement was settled 
between Prospero Santacroce and Stefano Margani, Pietro’s son.22 
Peace agreements were legal means used to control the escalation of 
retributive forms of violence. It was a legal document set up by a notary 
in order to bring opposed parties into a new relationship of peace.23 
Peace-making was a social process, and the document (instrumentum 
pacis) its legal outcome. Peace-making was applied in many different 
contexts, among which the pacification of opposing clans and factions. 
In the legal document, a number of facts were written down. It usually 
contained the parties included, the nature of the offenses, as well as the 
fines to be paid when one of the parties would break the established 
peace. 
Peace agreements were used to enforce the cessation of violence 
between opposed parties, yet the nature of such “peace” was not 
necessarily a state of absolute absence of enmity.24 For example, a peace 
agreement was generally not considered broken if one of both parties 
assisted the other’s enemies or if insults were exchanged. Sometimes, the 
exchange of blows was not even a condition that broke the established 
peace. Such broad interpretations of “peace” illustrate how authorities 
mainly hoped to prevent the escalation of extreme violence through 
such peace agreements and that they made every effort to keep peace 
agreements intact.25 Hostile relations between fellow citizens could 
continue under a peace agreement, yet they took place within a more or 
less controlled environment. 
22  BAV, Ottob. lat., 2551/ I: D. Iacovacci, Repertorio di famiglie, cc. 419-437. Cited from Anna 
Modigliani, “Pietro Margani,” in Dizionario Biografico degli Italiani (2008).
23  For peace agreements in late medieval and Renaissance Italy, Glenn Kumhera, The Benefits of 
Peace: Private Peacemaking in Late Medieval Italy (Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2017); Christine 
Shaw, “Peace-making rituals in fifteenth-century Siena,” Renaissance Studies 20, no. 2 (2006): 
225-39; Trevor Dean, “Violence, Vendetta, and Peacemaking in Late Medieval Bologna,” in 
Crime, Gender, and Sexuality in Criminal Prosecutions ed. Louis A Knafla (Westport, Conn: 
Greenwood Publishing Group, 2002), 1-17; Joycelyne G Russell, Peacemaking in the Renaissance 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1986). 
24  Kumhera, The Benefits of Peace, 24-28. 















































































































































































































































































































Fig. 22 Family tree of the Santacroce family. Compiled by author based on variety of sources.



































































































































































































































































































































Fig. 23 Family tree of the Della Valle family. Compiled by author based on variety of sources.
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Peace agreements also served as legal requirements for an exile’s 
lawful return to the city. In such circumstances, peace agreements 
provided the judiciary authorities with the certainty that the offended 
party would not take revenge, once the exile had returned. The peace 
agreement between Pietro Margani’s son and Prospero Santacroce was 
most likely made in this light. It probably allowed Prospero’s lawful 
return to Rome after the murder on Pietro Margani.
In 1481, more peace agreements took place, most probably to prevent 
further escalations of violence. On 14 January, a solemn ceremony took 
place between Stefano Margani and Stefano di Francesco Crescenzi 
(principle enemies of the Margani and allied to the Santacroce) on 
the insistence of Pope Sixtus IV.26 These men, together with many 
cardinals and curial members as witnesses, assembled in the camera 
paramentorum of the house of cardinal Guillaume d’Estouteville. The 
purpose of the peace agreement was to “stop and contain the fights and 
enmities of the city and its esteemed citizens.”27 Another peace ceremony 
took place in front of the pope three months later, on 12 April.28 The 
ceremony took place in front of the pope with representatives of the 
baronial families, the urban magistracy and other prominent citizens. 
The wide representation illustrates how far the conflict extended 
towards the Roman populace at large and how the vendetta merged with 
larger social and political conflict. 
The apostolic secretary Jacopo Gherardi da Volterra recalled the 
second peace ceremony in his diary.29 His words are important. Volterra 
emphasized the mediating and healing role of the pope. According to 
Volterra, the citizens had turned to the pope for help in pacifying the 
citizenry. His words read as follows: 
26  Modigliani, “Pietro Margani.”
27 “ad sedendas et componendas brigas et inimicitias Urbis et civium specialiter deputati.” 
Translation by author. Apart from Guillaume d’Estouteville, Rodrigo Borgia, Stefano Nardini, 
Giovanni Arcimboldi, Giovanni Battista Cibo, Franesco Todeschini Piccolomini, Giovanni 
Colonna and Bartolomeo Marasca were present. ASR, Coll. Not. Cap., Notaio Camillo Benimbene, 
175. Cited from ibid.
28  Volterra, Il diario romano, 44-45.
29  Ibid.
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Because the whole citizenry (civitas) suffers through dissent 
and hatred, and as she cannot keep quiet because of flourishing 
evils, she (civitas) is excited against herself and, in consensus, 
she deliberates that health (salutem) for herself should be sought. 
For that reason, having selected some, in the name of the public, 
they went to the pope, requested him, humbly asked him, and 
implored him; so that he might lay a healing hand (medicam 
manum) on the suffering citizenry for its health (ad salutem), 
and so that he, piously and fatherly, conciliates them, and that 
he goes against such many evils that are being born; it should 
not be that the whole body of citizens (corpus civitatis) is ill 
(infirmum), because of the weakness of some. Because it can 
easily happen, that, through enduring impunity and contumacy 
of some, such fire is excited, that shortly thereafter, even if one 
wants, it can no longer be oppressed.30
By evoking the idea of Christus Medicus, Volterra emphasized the 
healing role of the pope.31 The pope’s ability to cleanse sickness and sin 
had strong political undertones.32 It emphasized the pope’s descendance 
from Peter, from whom he also inherited his political authority. Peter 
had inherited the ability to remove sickness and sin from Christ himself. 
Later, Peter had travelled to Rome to become its first bishop. The popes, 
as bishops of Rome, were Peter’s divinely designated successors. From 
him, they inherited the same Christ-given ability to heal, as well as 
30  “Tota igitur civitas, horum dissensione et odio cum laboraret atque, his malis vigentibus, 
quiescere non posset, in se ipsam erigitur et uno consensu querendam sibi salutem consulit. 
Ideoque delecti nonnulli, nomine publico ad pontificem destinati, rogant, supplicant et obsecrantur: 
ut laboranti civitati medicam manum imponat ad salutem, ut pie et paterne in eos prospitiat ac 
tot nascentibus malis obviam eat; non paciatur infirmum esse totum corpus civitatis, infirmitate 
paucorum, evenire enim facile posse, ut, durante impunitate et contumatia nonnullorum, tale 
incendium excitaretur, quod paulo post, etiam volens, non posset opprimere.” ibid., 44. Free 
translation by author.
31 For the Augustine’s doctrine on Christus Medicus, which strongly integrated the concept 
within Christian thought, Rudolph Arbesmann, “The concept of ‘Christus Medicus’ in St. 
Augustine,” Traditio 10 (1954): 1-28. For its interpretation in the Renaissance, John Henderson, 
The Renaissance Hospital: Healing the Body and Healing the Soul (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2006), 113-17; Keyvanian, Hospitals and Urbanism in Rome, 1200-1500, 66-70.
32  Hospitals and Urbanism in Rome, 1200-1500, 66-70.
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the authority to rule. During the fifteenth century, the popes constantly 
emphasized the lineage from Peter as papal power was under serious 
threat from the episcopal councils.33 
The link between the power to heal and the authority to rule was also 
emphasized in the pictorial program of the Sistine Chapel.34 The fresco 
cycle on the north wall, executed around 1480, contains Perugino’s 
Donation of the Keys and Botticelli’s Cleansing of the Leper. In the first, 
Peter receives the keys of Christ, and thus authority over the faithful. 
Peter can be identified as Sixtus IV from his blue and yellow robe, 
Sixtus’ heraldic colours. In the second, a Hebrew high priest standing 
in front of the Hospital of Santa Spirito in Sassia heals a Leper from his 
fatal illness. The priest equally wears Sixtus’ heraldic colours and even 
carries the pope’s features. The connection between the power to heal 
and the authority to rule was not only clearly communicated, it was also 
specifically connected to the figure of Sixtus IV. In both paintings, the 
whole is surrounded by Solomonic imagery, putting Sixtus IV on a par 
with king Solomon, the legendary ruler of the Holy City.   
In his account of Sixtus’ healing the civitas when caught in vendette, 
Volterra highlighted the socio-political role of healing. The ongoing 
conflict in Rome was caused by individual sin, present in a small group 
of citizens. Because of their weakness, these citizens caused hatred and 
dissent, which spread as a disease to the citizenry at large. Sickness 
and disease are used as metaphors for the detrimental state of the 
civitas. With the hand of a doctor (manum medicam), the pope removes 
individual sin, the cause of disease in the body of citizens, and in so 
doing brings health to the civitas at large. 
Volterra, however, was keen to mention that the pope did not act 
as a dominant ruler, who enforces his will upon the citizenry. Rather, 
Sixtus acted as a pious father, who admonishes his sons with piety 
and charity (pii patris, cum pietate et caritate filios admoneret). The 
citizens had come to the pope on their own initiative to seek his help. 
33  See, for example, Richardson, Reclaiming Rome, 8-16. 
34  For the pictorial program in the Sistine Chapel, its Petrine and Solomonic imagery as well as 
its connections to the notion of Christus Medicus, Keyvanian, Hospitals and Urbanism in Rome, 
1200-1500, 342-52.
174 Control, Eradication, Purification and Infamy
Fig. 24 Peter, dressed in Sixtus’ heraldic colours, receiving the keys from Christ. 
Donation of the Keys by Pietro Perugino, 1481-82, fresco, Sistine Chapel, Vatican, ca. 550 x 
335 cm.  Wikimedia commons. ©2016, Alonso de Mendoza.
Fig. 25 Peter, dressed in Sixtus’ heraldic colours and reflecting his facial features, 
cleanses the Leper. Cleansing of the Leper by Sandro Botticelli. 1481-82, fresco, Sistine 
Chapel, Vatican, ca. 555 x 345cm. Wikimedia commons. ©2011, Erzalibillas.
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Undoubtedly, Volterra sketched an idealized version of events, but his 
imagery is meaningful. They illustrate the role Sixtus IV established for 
himself in not only controlling the physical fabric of the city through 
large renovation programs, but also the social through mediating peace. 
The pope was the doctor who healed the citizenry. He was the bringer 
of peace in a community torn by hatred and dissent. 
The Escalation: Attacking the Della Valle Houses with 200 men 
Papal efforts to pacify the Roman citizenry only had limited success. 
In April 1482, open conflict between the Santacroce and the Della Valle 
broke out again. By the third hour of the night of 3 April 1482, Giorgio 
Santacroce, Prospero’s cousin and condottiere of the family, marched 
towards the Della Valle houses with two hundred men and five troops.35 
Several men occupied Porta San Sebastiano, presumably to allow 
additional troops to enter the city, or to provide a safe escape route 
when necessary. 
Once arrived at the Della Valle houses, the Santacroce and their 
adherents challenged the men to fight. The Della Valle responded to 
the challenge, and fought their opponents for about two hours. The 
outcome was disastrous. Multiple men were wounded and three men 
were killed, among which was Geronimo Colonna, illegitimate brother 
of Prospero and Giovanni Colonna, who happened to be present at the 
Della Valle house that night.
The death of Geronimo Colonna must have run like a shock through 
Roman society and would definitely have demanded revenge. The 
Colonna were, together with the Orsini and Savelli, among the most 
powerful baronial families in the city. Volterra was certainly not 
mistaken when he said that “Giorgio Santacroce, cousin of Prospero, 
who was until now present in the city - with Geronimo Colonna killed 
- left Rome more out of fear from the opposed faction than from the 
pope.”36 
35  Volterra, Il diario romano, 93-94; Pontani, Il diario romano di Gaspare Pontani, 5; Infessura, 
Diario della città di Roma, 87-88; Conti, Le storie de suoi tempi, 135-37. 
36  “Georgius Prosperi germanus, qui adhuc in Urbe se continebat, ob timorem factionis adverse, 
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Fig. 26 Fragment of Tempesta’s Map 
of Rome with indication of: 
1. Della Valle houses
2. Via Papalis
3. Towards Piazza Navona.





Fig. 27 [left] Fragment of Tempesta’s Map of Rome with indication of: 
1. Santa Maria in Publicolis
2. Piazza Giudea
3. Towards Campo de’Fiori
4. In Prospero’s possession from 1475 onwards. Palazzo a Punte di Diamante built after 1498
5. Santacroce brothers’ house, bought 1439
6. Prospero’s house






Increased papal control on fighting private wars in Rome further 
acerbated the situation for the Santacroce. The popes had long tried 
to contain escalations of violence through peace agreements, yet such 
peace agreements had their limits. Hostilities among private citizens 
were continuously fought in the streets of Rome. These fights terrorized 
the city and life within it. In 1466, Pope Paul II issued a papal bull to 
provide the popes with the power to punish those fighting open vendette. 
In the papal bull, Paul II reintroduced destruction of houses as a legal 
punishment. When the Santacroce left the city, Pope Sixtus IV applied 
the papal bull and ordered to destroy the Santacroce houses.
  
The Punishment: Destroying the Urban Residence of the 
Santacroce
On 4 April 1482, the day following upon the fight between the 
Della Valle and the Santacroce, pope Sixtus IV ordered to destroy 
Giorgio’s and Prospero’s houses.37 The application of the punishment 
is significant. In other cities, destructive penalties had been abandoned 
by the fifteenth century and had been replaced by confiscation (As we 
have seen, Palazzo Medici was not destroyed even if its inhabitants 
were declared rebels). To destroy houses as a legal punishment was 
magis quam pontificis, Hyeronimo interempto, Urbe abiit.” Free translation by author. Volterra, 
Il diario romano, 94. According to the Charlton T Lewis dictionary “germanus” translates as 
“full brother or sister”. Giorgio and Prospero, however, were cousins. It appears that the use of 
“germanus” during the fifteenth century extended to blood-relations beyond the narrow definition 
of “brother or sister”. The confusion might explain why, in several chronicles, Prospero and 
Giorgio are referred to as “brothers” instead of cousins. 
37  Infessura wrote that Sixus IV ordered to destroy Giorgio Santacroce’s house, as well as that of 
his brother (fratello). Volterra only mentioned that Prospero’s house was destroyed and that Giorgio 
left the city. Pontani recalled how Prospero and Giorgio Santacroce were declared rebells, as well 
as Francesco Della Valle. He did not mention any destruction. Ibid.; Pontani, Il diario romano di 
Gaspare Pontani, 5; Infessura, Diario della città di Roma, 87. Other well-known chroniclers, such 
as Antonio De Vascho and Sigismondo dei Conti, make no mention of any destruction or other 
punishment. See Antonio de Vascho, Il diario della città di Roma dall’anno 1480 all’anno 1492 di 
Antonio de Vascho, ed. Giuseppe Chiesa, vol. 23, Rerum Italicarum Scriptores (Città di Castello: 
S. Lapi, 1904-1911), 497; Conti, Le storie de suoi tempi, 134-37. Infessura referred to Prospero 
and Giorgio as brothers, while they were cousins. It seems most likely that Infessura confused 
Prospero for Giorgio’s brother in stead of cousin, or that the distinction was not considered of 
importance, seeing they were blood-relatives. See also previous note.
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also exceptional within Roman history itself. The practice had been 
abandoned during the fourteenth century and had only recently been 
reintroduced. Sixtus IV’s predecessor, Pope Paul II had initiated the 
reform by imposing such punishments for those fighting vendette in the 
streets of Rome. 
Destruction and Crimen Laesae Maiestatis: Insulting the Ruler
 
During the fourteenth century, the popes were absented from Rome 
and the city was governed by a local municipality. The government 
strongly changed character by mid-century, when Cola di Rienzo 
installed a popular and anti-aristocratic government. Supported by 100 
armed men and a mass of Roman citizens, Cola took possession of the 
Campidoglio on 20 May 1347 and made a speech on the miserable 
conditions of the Roman people. His vision for the city, outlined in 
the Ordinamenti dello buono stato, was red out loud by Conte di 
Cecco Mancino.38 These Ordinances contained the new political and 
institutional organisation of Rome and although the original documents 
have been lost, some elements are known, thanks to a chronicle written 
by the so-called Anonimo Romano. In his Cronica, the Anonimo 
Romano recalled fifteen of these ordinances, one of which addressed 
the destruction of houses as legal punishments. 
With the government of Cola di Rienzo, the policy towards 
destroying houses as legal punishments was changed. The Anonimo 
Romano recalled that “no house in Rome would be torn down for any 
reason, but would be confiscated by the Commune.”39 Statutes of the 
city of Rome must have existed prior to the revolution, but none have 
been preserved.40 It is thus impossible to establish firmly whether and 
in which cases destruction of houses as legal punishments had been 
prescribed in the past. However, as the Anonimo Romano only recalled 
38  Anna Modigliani, Cola di Rienzo e il Comune di Roma. Vol 2. L’eredità di Cola Rienzo: gli 
statuti del Comune di popolo e la riforma di Paolo II, ed. Andreas Rehberg and Anna Modigliani 
(Rome: Roma nel Rinascimento, 2004).
39  “nulla casa de Roma sia data per terra per alcuna cascione, ma vaia in commune.”Anonimo 
Romano, Cronica, edited by G Pora (Milan: 1979), chapter XVIII, 155-156. Also cited in ibid., 72.
40  Ibid., 47-70.
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fifteen statements out of the Ordinamenti dello buono stato, we can 
almost certainly assume that he recalled those that diverted from 
previous practice. Destruction of houses as legal punishments must 
have been applied prior to 1347. With the new government of Cola di 
Rienzo, the practice was abolished. 
Even after Cola di Rienzo left the political stage, his policy towards 
the non-destruction of houses was continued. Cola’s reign was short-
lived. After a few months, he was forced to flee the city. In 1354, Cola 
established a second government, yet was killed shortly thereafter. His 
anti-aristocratic policy continued under the following government.41 In 
1358-59, the Felice Società dei Balestrieri e dei Pavesati installed a 
popular government which would rule Rome for about forty years. The 
government was supported with new statutes in 1360.
The Statuti del comune popolare of 1360 continued to forbid the 
destruction of houses as punishments and also explained for what 
reason. The statutes mentioned that “for the honour of the city” (pro 
honore urbis), no houses of murderers would be destroyed.42 In order 
“not to deform the Roman civitas” (ut romana civitas non deformetur), 
houses would neither be destroyed when a peace or security was 
broken.43 The statutes prioritized the integrity and honour of the civitas 
as a physical artefact over punishing the criminal. While the criminal 
was excluded from the social community, his house was left standing. 
The eradication of the criminal did not need to go hand in hand with the 
eradication of the material goods associated with that man. Confiscation 
would suffice. 
41  For the continuity and break between both governments, ibid., 81-109.
42 Camillo Re, ed. Statuti della città di Roma del secolo XIV (Rome: Tipografia della Pace, 
1883), 94 (Book 2, article 16, De domibus homicidarum non diruendis). The article reads: 
“Pro honore urbis statuimus quod domus homicide non diruantur sed ipse domus pro medietate 
adiudicentur Camere Urbis et pro alia medietate heredibus occisy.”
43 Ibid., 141, footnote 7 (Book 2, article 100, Quod non diruatur alique domus). The article 
reads: “Item dicimus et ordinamus ad hoc ut romana civitas non deformetur quod pro pace vel 
securitate fracta non possit dirui aliqua domus. Sed publicetur pro medietate camere urbis et pro 
alia medietate parti pacem uel securitatem petenti. Reservatis semper iuribus dotium mulierum et 
iuribus quibuscumque aliarum personarum.”
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In 1469, the statutes were reformed at the instigation of pope Paul II 
in collaboration with the municipal government.44 In the new version, 
the aforementioned articles of the statutes of 1360 were maintained.45 
In principal, the municipal authorities continued their policy towards 
the non-destruction of houses. Nevertheless, the statutes also 
recognized the changed institutional structure of the city. The statutes 
of 1469 acknowledged the authority of the pope and the municipality’s 
commitment towards him. This is clearly visible in article 28 of the 
second book, entitled de sumptione vindicte. The article, which regulated 
the punishments for fighting vendette in the city, distinguished the cases 
in which condemnation with death and confiscation of goods would 
follow. However, the article also referred to the papal bull, issued by 
Pope Paul II, and recognized its validity, next to its own.46
The papal bull was issued 22 September 1466 and represents the pope’s 
increasing control over the social and physical fabric of the city.47 The 
papal bull specifically targeted “those men undertaking vendette across 
44  Statuta urbis Romae, (Rome: Ulrich Han, [1471]). The reformed statutes were made at the 
instigation of pope Paul II in collaboration with the municipal authorities. Bishops, domestic 
prelates, conservatori, municipal officials, and doctors in law all collaborated in the preparation 
and conclusion of the new statutes. Among these men, we also find Lelio Della Valle and Andrea 
Santacroce. Modigliani, L’eredità di Cola Rienzo, 111-36.
45  Statuta urbis Romae, 53v-54r (book 2, article 16, De domibus homicidarum non diruendis & 
ad iudicatione earum). The article reads: “Pro honore urbis Statuimus quod domus homicide non 
destruantur sed ipse domus pro medietate adiudicentur camere urbis & pro alia medietate heredibus 
interfecti.” ibid., 82v (book 2, article 119, Quod domos non diruantur pro pace fracta). The article 
reads: “Item dicimus & ordinauimus ad hec ut Romana ciuitas non deformetur quod pro pace seu 
securitate fracta non possunt dirui alique domus sed publicentur pro medietate Camere urbis & pro 
alia medietate parti pacem uel securitatem petenti Reseruatis semper iuribus dotium mulierum & 
iuribus quibuscunque aliis personis.”
46 Ibid., 66v-67r (book 2, article 28, De sumptione vindicte). The article finishes with the 
sentence: “Cum Sanctissimus dominus noster litteras apostolicas super hoc fecerit huiusmodi 
continentie Paulus etcetera & sua sanctitas velit contra sumentes vindictam in alios ac contra 
brigosos facientes stichatum & armorum congregationes in eorum domibus ac contra offerentes in 
faciendo de bene inviolabiliter observari in aliis casibus iussit mite interpretari.”
47  According to Modigliani, papal politics changed in the 1460s, after the pope had made 
some important victories on the Roman nobility. Increasingly, Paul II let himself be accepted as 
“dominus della città” and the statutes would be a clear expression of the changed policy. In the 
statutes, Paul II proposed and imposed a new formulation of the city’s hierarchy. Equally, in feasts 
and ceremonies, Paul II cultivated the figure of pontifex-imperator. L’eredità di Cola Rienzo, 131. 
The bull against fighting vendette in the streets of the city should be read within Paul II’s larger 
papal policy.
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the city or one of its districts, holding cavalcades or collecting men, 
making fights, as well as their supporters”.48 The papal bull addressed 
fights including large amounts of people, and bringing physical damage 
to the city. In the papal bull, the pope emphasized the destructive nature 
of such fights, which not only damage the individuals’ bodies, but also 
their souls. It regretted that such fights tended to escalate and involved 
ever larger groups of people. In so doing, they brought spiritual and 
physical damage to the larger community. Rome was the seat of Saint 
Peter, the capital of the world, and the norm of peace and tranquillity for 
others. It should serve as the example of justice, yet - so the bull argued 
- it did not. Harsh measurements were needed to discourage those who 
were excited through horrendous ferocity and the fury of the vendetta. 
Severe penalties served to discourage violent actions, to safeguard and 
to protect the peace. Such men should be discouraged in order to guard 
the herd of the lord, to secure the health of body and soul, and to protect 
public peace and tranquillity. 
The papal bull defined the crime of fighting vendette across Rome 
or one of its districts as a crimen laesae maiestatis (i.e. a direct assault 
on the ruler).49 The punishments for the crime were severe. The bull 
imposed to deprive the convict of all offices and privileges, to ban him 
perpetually, and to prohibit him from making any active or passive 
testament. The convict’s mobile and immobile goods needed to be 
confiscated by the Camera Apostolica. The convict could not make 
any legitimate act. Punishment with excommunication and perpetual 
malediction would follow, of which the convict could only be absolved 
by the Roman Pontiff himself. Those giving support or participating 
in the fights, claiming they were “doing the right thing” (fare de bene) 
needed to be equally charged with rebellion, confiscation, deposition, 
privatisation, disqualification and excommunication. Finally, so the 
48 “Contra vindictam transversalem in Urbe eiusque districtu sumentes, aut cavalcatas seu 
hominum collectas facientes, brigososque et eorum fautores.” Dalmazzo, Bullarum, diplomatum 
et privilegiorum, vol 5, 186-89. Free translation by author. 
49  On crimen laesae majestatis in the context of Renaissance Italy, Kate J P Lowe, “The political 
crime of conspiracy in fifteenth- and sixteenth-century Rome,” in Crime, Society and the Law in 
Renaissance Italy, ed. Trevor Dean and Kate J P Lowe (New York: Cambridge University Press, 
1994), 184-203.
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papal bull added, the house and habitations of the principle offenders 
- those who openly declared the vendetta, those who fortified their 
houses, those who collected and assembled men and arms - were to be 
demolished to the ground to perpetual infamy (domus et habitationes 
principalium offendentium [...] demoliantur, et usque ad solum, ad 
perpetuam infamiam, prosternantur).50  
The papal bull of Pope Paul II made the risk of having one’s house 
destroyed again tangible, and - as, for example, the destruction of the 
Santacroce houses illustrates - the punishment was also applied.51 The 
papal bull not merely resulted in discouragement and frightening. It also 
led to actual destruction of houses in Rome. The republican government 
under Cola di Rienzo had wanted to safeguard and protect the honour 
of the city and the integrity of the civitas as a social, political and 
physical structure by not applying such destructive punishments. The 
republican government expressed its authority over each individual, 
not by destroying their houses when crimes were committed, but by 
confiscating them. Under the pontificate of Pope Paul II, the changed 
political and institutional character of the city became tangible in the 
imposition of destructive punishments. The authority of the ruler, who 
was personally insulted by injustice in his dominion (i.e. crimen laesae 
majestatis), imposed itself through revenge upon the criminal and his 
house. 
It is significant that such penalties were reintroduced specifically for 
fighting vendette. The penalties were imposed for those cases where the 
well-being of the civitas was threatened. The pope imposed his personal 
authority, yet only when the community as a whole - which he as a good 
shepherd was supposed to protect, and as a physician was meant to heal 
- was in danger. 
50  Dalmazzo, Bullarum, diplomatum et privilegiorum, 188.
51   Pope Paul II too seemed to have applied the punishment. According to Infessura and Platina, 
the pope ordered to destroy the Alberini houses when the family broke a peace agreement with 
the Caffarello in December 1464. Infessura, Diario della città di Roma, 68; Bartholomaeus 
Platina, Liber de vita Christi ac omnium pontificum (aa.1-1474), Rerum Italicarum Scriptores 
(Città di Castello: Lapi, 1932), 372.
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Destruction and Sin: Eradication and Purification 
Volterra’s account of the peace ceremony and the papal bull 
addressed the vendetta as a kind of disease that spreads through the city. 
Such imagery not only emphasizes the connection between crime and 
sin. It also relates to one of the core associations of destroying houses 
as legal punishments within its longer history. These associations have 
been addressed in the first chapter. Here, they are explored in more 
detail within the specific context of late-fifteenth century Rome.
Punishments by destruction rested on very long traditions. In archaic 
and classical Greece, for example, the destruction of houses was imposed 
for major offences such as murder, subversion, treason, misconduct of 
military expeditions and tyranny.52 Destruction was combined with other 
punishments such as confiscation, exile, cursing and denial of burial. 
According to Connor, who studied such punishments in a number of 
Greek texts, the collection of punishments aimed at the extirpation of 
the individual and his immediate kin from society. The punishments 
also related to contemporary notions of infection. The criminal infected 
any physical object in his surroundings with his sin. The destruction 
of the house served to purify the site, and to prevent further infection 
towards the polis and future generations. 
The imagery used in Volterra’s account and the papal bull connects 
with this longer tradition. The pope destroyed houses in Rome to 
punish the offenders and to eradicate and purify the site from sin. These 
connotations would not have been lost on contemporaries. As we have 
seen, the Florentine city statutes from 1415 also imposed destruction of 
houses in which certain crimes had been committed.53 Destruction as 
purification and eradication was known in fifteenth-century Italy, and 
the connection must have been in the minds of the Roman citizens when 
they saw the pope applying such punishments in their city. 
Greek texts referred to the destruction of houses with the word 
‘kataskaphe’. Kataskaphe comes from the word ‘skapto’, which means 
52  W R Connor, “The Razing of the House in Greek Society,” Transactions of the American 
Philological Association 115 (1985): 79-102.
53  See Chapter One.
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to dig.54 Connor suspects that the destruction of houses in archaic 
and classical Greece implied the partial or complete removal of the 
foundations, maybe after the structure’s burning. A complete eradication 
of all material, associated with the criminal was intended. 
It might have been that, as with the kataskaphe, the foundations were 
(at least partially) destroyed when the punishment was imposed during 
the fifteenth century. In the fifteenth century, patrons meticulously 
calculated the appropriate date to initiate construction of urban residences 
through astrological means, organized elaborate foundation rituals, and 
incorporated portrait medals in the foundations and walls, sometimes 
directed towards a church to seek divine support.55 The symbolical 
removal of such foundations would have had strong implications for 
patrons, who devoted the utmost care in grounding their residences 
firmly in the soil. No strong evidence, however, has been found to 
suggest that such a conscious removal of foundation stones was applied 
during the fifteenth century.  In case of the Santacroce houses, it is even 
difficult to assess how destructive the punishment in reality was.
 The Santacroce Houses in Rome
When Sixtus IV ordered to destroy Prospero and Giorgio Santacroce’s 
houses, the family lived in a number of residences along the Via in 
Publicolis, close to Piazza Guidea. Prospero’s and Giorgio’s fathers and 
uncles had established themselves in the neighbourhood at least from 
1439 onwards. At the time, the Santacroce brothers collectively bought 
a house next to Santa Maria in Publicolis, the church of which they also 
acquired the patronage rights.
Prospero and Giorgio Santacroce were born in a family of merchants, 
bankers and lawyers, who had acquired for themselves the (unofficial) 
54  Connor, “The Razing of the House in Greek Society,” 85-86.
55  Minou Schraven, “Foundation Rituals in Renaissance Italy: The Case of the Bentivoglio Tower 
in Bologna,” in Ritual Dynamics and the Science of Ritual. Proceedings of the Conference at 
the University of Heidelberg, ed. Axel Michaels (Wiesbaden, 2010), 349-57; “Out of Sight, Yet 
Still in Place: On the Use of Italian Renaissance Portrait Medals as Building Deposits,” RES: 
Anthropology and Aesthetics 55/56 (2009): 182-93.
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title of nobles during the fifteenth century.56 The rise to success of the 
family can be traced back to the generation of their fathers and uncles;57 
Pietro, Paolo and Valeriano Santacroce were mainly active in the 
trading and banking sectors; Onofrio made an ecclesiastical career and 
became bishop of Tricarico; Andrea, also active in trade and commerce, 
followed a career in law and even acquired the prestigious title of 
avvocato concistoriale. Andrea was also a very learned figure with a 
great interest in antiquity. His collection of ancient reliefs and statues 
became the core of the family’s collection, which accumulated over the 
following generations.58 
The five brothers were highly aware of the importance of family 
solidarity and initially closely controlled the family patrimony.59 They 
collectively bought the house in 1439, next to Santa Maria in Publicolis, 
the church which Andrea also restored in 1465 with financial help of his 
brothers. Initially, the Santacroce brothers most probably lived together 
in the house. As time went by, additional properties were rented, 
exchanged, and bought along the Via in Publicolis, as well as in other 
parts of the larger neighbourhood and city.60 
56  Vicarelli mentioned that, while the Santacroce brothers were still referred to as providi viri in 
notarial acts of the 1420s and 1430s, a number of epigraphs in funerary reliefs of the early 1470s, 
attests to their nobility. Vicarelli, “La collezione di antichità,” 63, note 2. For this Roman concept 
of nobility, based on public fame and acknowledgments in notarial acts, rather than legal basis, 
Miglio and Modigliani, Li nuptiali di Marco Anonio Altieri pubblicati da Enrico Narducci, 20-21.
57  For the Santacroce family, Giada Lepri, “Alcuni documenti inediti dall’Archivio Santacroce 
a Roma. Il tesoro della città,” Strenna dell’Associazione Storia della Città 2 (2004): 336-71; Ait 
and Esch, “Aspettando l’Anno Santo,” 387-417; Anna Esposito, “Per una storia della famiglia 
Santacroce nel Quattrocento: Il problema delle fonti,” Archivio della R. Società Romana di Storia 
Patria 105 (1982): 203-16; “Famiglia, mercanzia e libri nel testamento di Andrea Santacroce 
(1471),” 195-220.
58  On the antiquity collection, Christian, Empire Without End, 73-74, 80-87, 372-74; Vicarelli, 
“La collezione di antichità,” 63-82; Kathleen Wren Christian, “From Ancestral Cults to Art: The 
Santacroce Collection of Antiquities,” in Senso delle rovine e riusi dell’Antico, ed. W. Cupperi 
(Annali della Scuola Normale Superiore di Pisa. Serie IV, Quaderni 14, Classe di Lettere e 
Filosofia, 2002), 255-72. 
59  See also Esposito, “Famiglia, mercanzia e libri nel testamento di Andrea Santacroce (1471),” 
195-220.
60  The patrimony can be reconstructed from (copies of) acts of purchase as well as testaments, 
preserved in the family archives. Those consulted for this research are ASR, Archivio Santacroce, 
busta 262 and 274. ASR, Archivio Santacroce, Pergamene IV, 4; IV, 281; VI,7; VI,17; XI, 284. 
ASR, Collegio dei Notai Capitolini, vol. 1672 and De Villa Felix, vol. 1868. Andrea’s testament is 
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Fig. 28 Catasto Urbano di Roma (activated 1824). The property bought by the Santacroce 
brothers in 1439 and still in their possession at least in 1523 approximately coincides with 
lot 306.  ©ASR, Presidenza generale del censo, Catasto Urbano di Roma, Piante, Rione VIII, II. 
The Santacroce brothers cultivated their roman identity, and 
to increase their claim for nobilitas and romanitas, they displayed 
antiquities in the exterior of their residences at least from the mid-
century onwards.61 Many of these antiquities showed a link with their 
“adopted” ancient ancestor, the republican consul Publius Valerius 
Publicola. In 1457, Andrea Santacroce attached a fragment of the fasti 
consulares capitolini to the exterior of his house, in which Publius 
Valerius Poplicola (wrongly confused with Publius Valerius Publicola) 
was named among the officials.62 Probably around mid-century, 
published in ibid. On the family’s patrimony, see also Vicarelli, “La collezione di antichità,” 62-82; 
Pier Luigi Tucci, Laurentius Manlius: la riscoperta dell’antica Roma, la nuova Roma di Sisto IV 
(Rome: Quasar, 2001), 115, 212, 44-45; Carla Benocci, “Palazzo Santacroce tra Via in Publicolis 
e Via del Pianto: contributi e ricerche,” L’urbe 47 (1984): 225-33; Esposito, “Famiglia, mercanzia 
e libri nel testamento di Andrea Santacroce (1471),” 195-220; Piero Tomei, L’architettura a Roma 
nel Quattrocento (Rome: Fratelli Palombi, 1942), 239-42; Christian Hülsen, “Note di topografia 
antica e medievale: Santa Maria de Publicolis,” Bullettino della Commissione archeologica 
comunale di Roma 95 (1927): 94-100. 
61 Christian, Empire Without end, 73-74, 80-87, 372-74; Anna Modigliani, “L’aristocrazia 
municipale romana nel XV secolo: Identità politica e autorappresentazione,” in Vecchia e nuova 
aristocrazia a Roma e nel Lazio in età moderna, ed. Daniela Gallavotti Cavallero (Rome: Nuova 
Argos, 2006), 10-31; Benocci, “Palazzo Santacroce,” 225-33. 
62  Christian, Empire Without End, 73; Vicarelli, “La collezione di antichità,” 67; Christian, “From 
Ancestral Cults to Art,” 257-58. 
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someone of the family also inscribed the words “VALER. PUBL. CC.” 
(“Valerius Publicola several times consul”) on the statue of an ancient 
togatus, thus transforming the anonymous man into their ancestor.63 
In 1510, Francesco Albertini saw a depiction of the consular fasces et 
secures (the axes and rods carried by a Roman consul’s bodyguards) 
displayed, at that time on the exterior of Pietro’s house. Plutarch 
mentioned in the life of Publicola that the consul voluntarily removed 
the axes from the fasces, thereby earning the love of the people and the 
title “Publicola”. Most probably the fasces et secures on Pietro’s house 
recalled the specific fragment of Plutarch’s text.64 
By adopting the ancient Roman republican as ancestor, the brothers 
tightened the lineage of their family with the city of Rome as well as the 
neighbourhood. Not by coincidence, the name of their ancient ancestor 
sounded like the name of their patronage church, then still referred to as 
Santa Maria in Publico. First reference to the church as Santa Maria in 
Publicolis appeared in the testament of Andrea Santacroce, composed in 
1471.65 Furthermore, when Aldrovandi visited the antiquities collection 
of Onofrio Santacroce during the 1550s, he recalled how the ancient 
togatus had been “discovered in the foundations of this house.” 66 The 
house Aldrovandi referred to was located adjacent to Santa Maria in 
Publicolis, and most probably coincided with the one bought by the 
Santacroce brothers in 1439. It is possible that the Santacroce nourished 
the myth from the outset. They suggested Publius Valerius Publicola had 
roots in the neighbourhood and, in so doing, strengthened the history of 
63  The inscription pre-dates 1497 when it was recorded by Barnaba Cristino in his sylloge. 
Christian, however, assumes that “given the tenor of Andrea’s collection, his penchant for 
inscribing antiquities, and the style of the inscription, it was presumably already in the “atrium” of 
Andrea Santacroce’s house in the 1450s or 1460s.” “From Ancestral Cults to Art,” 259. 
64  Ibid.
65  Vicarelli, “La collezione di antichità,” 65, note 22. By the end of the fifteenth century, the 
church was still occasionally called “in Publico”. In his epigraphic sylloge, written around 1489-
1492, Fra Giocondo, however, already used the term “in Publicolis”. Christian, “From Ancestral 
Cults to Art,” 266, note 25.
66   “Nella corte della casa, si vede un Valerio Pubblicola togato, quasi è a tutto rilievo in una 
tavola di marmo, con quest inscrittione nella base VALERIUS PUBLICOLA. fu ritrovato né 
fondamenti di questa casa [...]” by Aldrovandi 1556, 239. Cited from Vicarelli, “La collezione di 
antichità,” 77, note 22. 
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the family’s lineage to the very soil on which the ancestral house stood. 
Apart from antiquities that referred to their “ancestor”, the brothers 
also projected an image of piety and family honour through the display 
of antiquities on their houses and family church. At least from 1457 
onwards, Andrea was in the possession of a funerary relief, to which 
he added the words “FIDEI SIMULACRUM, HONOR, VERITAS, 
AMOR”.67 The relief became integrated in the facade of Santa Maria 
in Publicolis, most probably by Andrea, when he restored the church 
in 1465. At that time, Andrea also placed a travertine pilaster next to 
the door of the church with the inscription: “Andrea Santacroce and his 
brothers [dedicated] this [?] to Honor and Faith.” On the reverse side, 
below the Santacroce arms, was written: “The famed Santacroce house 
esteemed for its virtue and faith / Joined these restored temples in one 
axis with their private homes / For man can have no prudence / No 
glory, and no honor, without the honour of religion.”68 
The generation of Andrea Santacroce and his brothers thus 
transformed church, houses, street, and square in an expression of the 
family’s nobilitas, romanitas and pieta. Their descendants furthered 
the strategy. Prospero Santacroce continued to live along the Via in 
Publicolis. At least from 1475 onwards, he had moved to the house, 
opposite the ancestral residence, on the corner of Via in Publicolis and 
Piazza Costaguti.69 Prospero also collected ancient reliefs and statues, 
67  Christian, Empire Without End, 78-81; Vicarelli, “La collezione di antichità,” 65-66; Christian, 
“From Ancestral Cults to Art,” 258. The Simularum fidei is now preserved in the Galleria 
Lapidaria of the Vatican museums.
68  “HONORI ET FIDEI / ANGULUM [sic] DOMINUS A(ndreas) DE SANCTA / CRUCE 
ET FRATRES.” On the reverse side: “ARME DI (CROCE):/ DE CRUCE CLARA DOMUS 
VIRTUTE, PROBAT A FIDEQUE/ PRIVATOS UNO AXE LARES RENOVATAQUE TEMPLA 
/ IUNXIT; NAMQUE HOMINUM NULLA EST PRUDENTIA, NULLA / GLORIA, NULLUS 
HONOR, SINE RELIGIONIS HONORE”. BAV, Cod. Barb. Lat. 2016 (ex Cod. Barb. XXX, 
89) fols. 507r and 507v. Transcribed and translated from “From Ancestral Cults to Art,” 258 and 
67, note 31. The funerary relief was still visible in the facade of the church during the second 
decennium of the sixteenth century. By mid-century, it was placed in the house of Giacomo 
Santacroce near piazza Giudea. Vicarelli, “La collezione di antichità,” 66. 
69  In 1475, Prospero received the houses in between the Via Recta, via publica and retro domus 
dicti Prosperis in “enfiteusi perpetua” from the Rector of Santa Maria in Publicolis. On these plots, 
Antonio, Prospero’s son, would later build the Palazzo a Punta di Diamante. As the houses are 
indicated as “retro domus dicti Prosperis” it is clear that Prospero was living on the corner of Via 
in Publicolis and Piazza Costaguti at least from this moment onwards. ASR, Archivio Santacroce, 
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Fig. 30 The Simulacrum Fidei, incorporated by Andrea 
Santacroce in the façade of Santa Maria in Publicolis, most 
probably in 1465. Now in the Galleria Lapidaria at the Vatican 
Museums. Taken from: Kathleen W Christian, Empire Without 
End: Antiquities Collections in Renaissance Rome, c.1350-1527 
(New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2010), 81.
Fig. 29 The Fasces et secures consulares, displayed on Pietro 
Santacroce’s house, according to Francesco Albertini.  Jacopo 
Mazocchi, Epigrammata antiquae urbis (Rome: 1521), f. CXXI. 
Taken from Francesca Vicarelli, “La collezione di antichità della 
famiglia Santacroce,” in Collezioni di antichità a Roma tra ‘400 
e ‘500, ed. Anna Cavallaro (Rome: De luca editore d’arte, 2007), 
77. 
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and displayed these in his house. Giorgio Santacroce’s whereabouts in 
1482, on the other hand, are uncertain. He might have lived in one of 
the houses along the Via in Publicolis, but might also have resided in 
a house on Piazza Branca. In 1489, it is known for him to have had 
property on the square.
Sixtus IV ordered to destroy Prospero’s and Giorgio’s houses in 
1482, yet it remains rather doubtful how destructive the penalty was, 
and which houses it hit exactly. At the time, Prospero lived in his own 
residence on the corner of Via in Publicolis and Piazza Costaguti (most 
probably coinciding with lots 130 and 131 on the Catasto Urbano 
di Roma). The houses on the corner of the Via Recta (Via di Piazza 
Giudea on the Catasto) and Via in Publicolis were also at his disposal 
(roughly coinciding with nr 132). Prospero had received these houses 
in “enfiteusi perpetua” from the Rector of Santa Maria in Publicolis in 
1475, which meant he could make use of them providing he paid an 
annual sum.70 Prospero also possessed the buildings bordering the other 
side of his house (roughly coinciding with 129).71 
A notarial document, dated 1482, mentions that the ruin of Prospero’s 
house had caused damage to some stables, located somewhere near plot 
129.72 It is therefore assumed here that the destruction hit Prospero’s 
house (130-131) and most probably the neighbouring property (129) 
as well. It seems unlikely, however, that the destruction would have hit 
the houses on the corner of the Via Recta and Via in Publicolis (132). 
These were in essence, not property of Prospero, but of Santa Maria in 
Publicolis. It seems unlikely that pope Sixtus IV would have ordered 
the destruction of property, belonging to the church. 
pergamene, VI, 7.  Also cited in Ait and Esch, “Aspettando l’Anno Santo,” 411. It was in this house 
that Francesco Santacroce was murdered by Francesco Della Valle.
70  ASR, Archivio Santacroce, pergamene, VI, 7.  Also cited in ibid. 
71  Tucci, Laurentius Manlius, 179 and 244-45.
72  “quod stabulum” located “iusta domos nobilis viri prosperi de sancta+” and “contra dictam 
ecclesiam” making specific that the roof of these stables “ex ruina domorum dicti prosperis diruta 
sint... et ruinam minantur” [ecclesia = Chiesa di San Leonardo]. The date of the document (January 
1482) creates confusion as the destruction only took place in April of that year. ASR, Coll. Not. 
Cap., vol. 125, F.A. De Carduinis, ff. 5v-7r, 11/1/1482. Cited from ibid., 179. 
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Fig. 31 Fragment of Catasto Urbano with indications of Prospero Santacroce’s house 
(from at least 1475 onwards, until his death in 1511).  Lot nr. 132 on the map coincides with the 
Palazzo a Punte di Diamante, constructed from 1498 onwards by Antonio, Prospero’s son. Lot nr. 
129 also belonged to Prospero, yet it is doubtful that it was architecturally part of his own house 
(see next page). ©ASR, Presidenza generale del censo, Catasto Urbano di Roma, Piante, Rione 
XI, I.
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1.
2.
Fig. 32 Plan of the Santacroce “isola” in the Rione Sant’Angelo dated 1630-39 ca. with 
indications of Prospero’s property in 1482.  Nrs. 1 and 2 refer to Prospero’s house and the 
church’s property respectively. Archivio di Stato di Roma [no further details mentioned]. Taken 
from Carla Benocci, “Palazzo Santacroce tra Via in Publicolis e Via del Pianto: contributi e 
ricerche,” L’urbe 47 (1984): 226-27.
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It might also be assumed that the house was not destroyed to its 
fundaments. A close look at the interior walls of Prospero’s house, as 
depicted on a plan of the Santacroce “isola” dated 1630-39 (1), shows 
that, after reconstruction, the irregular form of the walls was maintained, 
either by building upon the original foundations, or by continuing the 
walls left standing. On the other hand, the walls of Antonio’s house, 
built after 1498 (2), are so regular, as to suggest these have been built 
from the ground up. A second scenario might be that both Prospero’s 
house (1) and the church’s property (2) were destroyed. Prospero might 
have continued upon the old walls of his former house, while Antonio 
decided to destroy what was left standing and built a residence that 
conformed more to contemporary norms of order and composition.  
It remains unclear where Giorgio Santacroce lived when his house 
was condemned to destruction. Giorgio was the son of Paolo, brother 
of Andrea, Pietro, Alessandro, Onofrio and Valeriano. His father had 
joined in the acquisition of the house next to Santa Maria in Publicolis 
in 1439. However, Paolo, in contrast to his brothers, had diverted from 
the family’s policy to keep patrimony within the male line of the family. 
For this reason, Andrea included several conditions for inheritance by 
his sons in his testament.73 While Prospero, Bartolomeo and the latter’s 
sons appear frequently in notarial acts describing the divisions of 
property among them, names of Paolo’s sons, among which Giorgio, 
are much less frequent.
First mentioning of Giorgio’s house dates from 1489. At the time, he 
commissioned the architect Tommasso Mazzarazzi to build a house on 
Piazza Branca.74 When Giorgio moved here is unclear. He might have 
lived in the house in 1482, or might have acquired it only afterwards. 
Although the Santacroce extended their urban presence during the 
fifteenth century into the wider neighbourhood, the houses along the 
Via in Publicolis, adjacent to the family’s patronage church, remained 
the most important expression of their romanitas, nobilitas and pietas. 
When Sixtus IV ordered to destroy Prospero’s and Giorgio’s houses, he 
73  Esposito, “Famiglia, mercanzia e libri nel testamento di Andrea Santacroce (1471),” 195-220.
74  ASR, Coll. Not. Cap., vol. 1669, cc. 346v-347r 4/11/1489. Mentioned in Tucci, Laurentius 
Manlius, 130.
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hit the family in its symbolical core. The pope destroyed the physical 
presence of Prospero and Giorgio, and brought infamy upon the family.
“Ad perpetuam infamiam”?
When Sixtus IV ordered to destroy the Santacroce houses, Giorgio 
Santacroce had left the city “more out of fear for the opposed faction 
than from the pope”.75 Prospero, in all likelihood, left the city as well. 
With their houses destroyed, and their bodies absent, physical presence 
of the two cousins in the city had been removed. Their absence from 
the city, however, was relatively short. By the end of 1484, Prospero 
and Giorgio returned to the city and started to rebuild and enlarge the 
reputation they held before.  
During the Vacant See of August 1484, Prospero was in Rome. Sixtus 
IV died on 12 August 1484, when the factional struggles between the 
Colonna and Orsini were still at a highpoint. As it was highly important 
to be present in Rome after the death of a pope in order to help 
determine future political developments, many members of the baronial 
families and roman nobility gathered in the city. During the Vacant See, 
a fight broke out on Piazza Giudea between the Santacroce and the 
Savelleschi, one of their rivals. The chronicler Infessura mentioned that 
both Giorgio and Prospero were present. Infessura also mentioned that 
some men fled “into the house of Giorgio Santacroce”, through which 
we might assume that at least some of it was left standing.76 
Although Prospero was present during the Vacant See, it seems 
unlikely he was officially reintegrated. His lawful return to the city 
seems to have been secured a few weeks after the pope’s death. On 
3 September 1484, Valeriano, son of Prospero, signed in his father’s 
name a promise not to offend or let offend certain male members of 
the Margani and Della Valle family on a penalty of 20.000 golden 
ducats.77 The peace agreement provided the security that no violence 
75  See footnote 36.
76  Infessura, Diario della città di Roma, 165-66.
77  ASR, Archivio Santacroce, 262, f.12. Pontani also recalled that a truce was made between the 
Della Valle, Santacroce and Stefano de Francesco for the whole month of November. Pontani, Il 
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would take place. The high amount of 20.000 ducats served as a secure 
deposit. Other peace agreements signed by members of the family in 
the previous and following years amounted to maximum 6000 ducats.78
Once officially back in the city, Prospero obtained several positions 
in prestigious institutions and administrations. In 1487 and 1492, he is 
mentioned as Guardiano dell’Ospedale di Santa Maria delle Grazie e 
della Consolatione. In 1495, he served as conservatore capitolino. In 
1496, he was named prior of the rione Regola.79 He also continued to 
marry his sons and daughters to other prominent families. For example, 
in 1495, his son Antonio married Leonora Anguillara, daughter of 
Count Giulliano Anguillara. 
Upon his return, Prospero moved back in his former residence on 
the corner of Via in Publicolis and Piazza Costaguti, and most probably 
restored it shortly thereafter. Fragments from a loggia, dated to the early 
sixteenth century, are still visible on Piazza Costaguti.80 Floral motives 
are depicted on a background, painted in the Santacroce colours. The 
coat of arms of the family is depicted on both sides of the opening. At 
least by the early seventeenth century, this part of the building (130) 
was sold to the owners of the Palazzo a Punta di Diamante. On the plan 
of 1630-39, it is internally connected to the palazzo on the piano nobile. 
The second part of Prospero’s residence (131) can no longer be 
discerned. At some undefined moment, it was transformed in the 
diario romano di Gaspare Pontani, 43.
78  On 7 September 1488, Prospero signed a promise not to offend or let offend Domenico di 
Giovanni de Buccamttijs, his brothers and sons on a penalty of 2000 ducats. ASR, Archivio 
Santacroce, 262, f.18. On 7 November 1507, Bernardo Mocharo, his sons and brothers, signed 
a promise not to offend, or let offend Prospero, his sons Antonio and Tarquinio, as well as his 
cousins Pompilio, Girolamo and Alfonso, on the penalty of 6000 ducati d’oro. ASR, Archivio 
Santacroce, 262, ff.55-56. On 17 June 1512, Giulio, Mario and Battista de Albertoni, sons of Pietro 
Mattio de Albertoni of the Rione di Campitelli on the one side, and Antonio de Santacroce, in his 
own and his brother Tarquinio’s name, and Pompilio, Girolamo and Alfonso Santacroce, sons of 
Antonio Santacroce on the other side, promised not to offend each other on the penalty of 4000 
ducats. ASR, Archivio Santacroce, 262, f.28
79  Vicarelli, “La collezione di antichità,” 69.
80  The decorations became visible during a restoration of the building in 1986. Garella dates 
them, for formal and stylistic reasons, to the beginning of the sixteenth century. Luciano Garella, 
““Pitture sopra le facciate delle case di Rome.” Ritrovamenti a palazzo Santacroce ed al Palazetto 
Curti,” Alma Roma. Bollettino d’informazioni 33, no. 3-4 (1992): 124-37.
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Fig. 33 Fragment of Catasto Urbano showing the possible regularization of the square.  
©ASR, Presidenza generale del censo, Catasto Urbano di Roma, Piante, Rione XI, I.
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Fig. 34 a, b Photographs showing the fragment 
of Prospero Santacroce’s house, as still visible 
anno 2018.  The fragment coincides with the 
building on plot 130 of the Catasto Urbano.  
Photograph. 2018. Taken by author.
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Fig. 37 Decoration of the loggia cut off. The same 
open brickwork is visible in the building on plot 
128. Photograph. 2018. Taken by author. 
Fig. 36 Straight facade that encloses Piazza 
Costaguti on the eastern side. Photograph. 
2018. Taken by author.
Fig. 35 Open brickwork of the building on 
plot 128. The height of the building looks 
similar to the one on plot 130. The salmon-
coloured facades coincide with plot 129.  
Photograph. 2018. Taken by author.
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Fig. 38 Antiquities displayed in Palazzo Santacroce. Drawing by Maarten van Heemskerck, 
ca. 1532-1537.  From Kathleen W Christian, Empire Without End: Antiquities Collections in 
Renaissance Rome, c.1350-1527 (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2010), 159.
apartment building now standing on the corner of Via in Publicolis and 
Piazza Costaguti, presumably in an attempt to rationalize the square. 
The buildings across on Piazza Costaguti all show straight facades. As I 
indicate with a dotted line on the Catasto Urbano, the same might have 
been projected for the southern part of the square. The edges of the 
building on plot 128 show the same open brickwork as the one on plot 
131. These might have been left open, with the intention of building a 
continuous wall between them. 
The plan dated 1630-39 of the piano nobile gives some indications 
about the interior disposition of Prospero’s residence. An interior 
courtyard, with open staircase, gave access to the first floor. The 
sala grande was oriented towards Piazza Costaguti and gave access 
to five adjacent rooms. The entire facade of the residence was most 
probably decorated with sgraffito and fresco, in a similar manner as the 
decorations of the loggia. It also seems safe to assume that the building 
had its main entrance towards the Via in Publicolis, among which other 
family members occupied houses as well. 
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Prospero also continued the tradition initiated by his uncle 
Andrea, to collect ancient reliefs, epigraphs and statues. By the end 
of the fifteenth century, Fra Giocondo mentioned that he saw the 
fasti consolari displayed in Prospero’s house.81 Apart from ancient 
fragments that showed a clear connection with the Santacroce’s adopted 
ancestor, Prospero also proudly displayed figural, life-size sculptures 
in the courtyard of his house. He had sculptures of a torso of a Venus, 
an amazon dismounting a fallen horse, a male nude, among others.82 
In his interest towards life-size, figural sculptures, Prospero followed 
the latest fashion in collecting antiquities. From the 1480s onwards, 
cardinals and popes started to collect and arrange such figural statues in 
courtyards and gardens built into their urban residences.83 
Confirmation of the family’s regained social position found 
architectural expression in the urban residence built by Prospero’s son. 
In 1498, about fifteen years after his return to the city, Prospero gained 
full possession of the houses, located on the corner of Via Recta and Via 
in Publicolis.84 His son Antonio, married three years earlier to Leonora 
Anguillara, built on these plots the Palazzo a Punta di Diamante.85 
The corner position of the house was fully exploited. On the corner 
of the Via Recta and Via in Publicolis rose an imposing tower with 
the Santacroce coat of arms well displayed. Today, the tower has lost 
some of its visual prominence by the addition of an extra floor onto the 
adjacent wings. The main entrance of the palazzo is directed towards 
Via in Publicolis, most probably the street from which Prospero’s house 
and the other Santacroce houses were accessed as well. The collection 
81  Vicarelli, “La collezione di antichità,” 67. 
82  Christian, Empire Without End, 372-74; Vicarelli, “La collezione di antichità,” 67-74; Christian, 
“From Ancestral Cults to Art,” 260-63.
83  Empire Without End, 151-213.
84  In 1498, Prospero exchanged a number of properties for the full ownership of “quasdam 
Domos simul iunctas positas in Regione sancti Angeli et in parrochia dicte ecclesie sancte Marie 
in publico inter hos fines quibus ab uno latere tenet Domus qdam Jacobi Cene Ante est via publica 
vulgariter dicta la Via Ricta ab alio latere via publica retro est domus prefati prosperi de sancta 
Cruce.” ASR, Coll. Not. Cap. vol. 1672, cc.180r-182r, 7/11/1498. Cited from Tucci, Laurentius 
Manlius, 109-10, note 370.
85  For the Palazzo a Punta di Diamante, especially Benocci, “Palazzo Santacroce,” 225-33; 
Tomei, L’architettura a Roma nel Quattrocento, 239-42.
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Fig. 39 Reconstruction of the original Palazzo a Punta de Diamante, seen when 
coming from Campo de’Fiori towards Piazza Giudea. Reconstruction by Piero Tomei, 
L’architettura a Roma nel Quattrocento (Rome: Fratelli Palombi, 1942), [232-33]. 
Fig. 40 Reconstruction of the original 
facade along Via in Publicolis. 
Reconstruction by Piero Tomei, 
L’architettura a Roma nel Quattrocento 
(Rome: Fratelli Palombi, 1942) [236-37]. 
Fig. 41 Reconstruction of the original facade 
along Via Recta (today Via di S. Maria 
del Pianto). Reconstruction by Piero Tomei, 
L’architettura a Roma nel Quattrocento (Rome: 
Fratelli Palombi, 1942), [236-37]. 
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Fig. 42 Via in Publicolis, seen from the Via Recta (Via di S. Maria del 
Pianto) with indications of
1. Original location of the door towards Prospero’s house? 
2. Main entrance Palazzo a Punta de Diamante. 




Fig. 43 Supporting structure for 
coat of arms on the tower’s corner, 
at the crossing of the Via Recta (Via 
di S. Maria del Pianto) and Via in 
Publicolis. Photograph. 2018. Taken 
by author.
Fig. 45 Palace seen when continuing 
towards Piazza Giudea, with shops on the 
ground floor. Photograph. 2018. Taken by 
author. 
Fig. 44 Palace seen when walking from 
Campi de’ Fiori towards Piazza Giudea. 
Photograph. 2018. Taken by author. 
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of entrances on the street would have made the Via in Publicolis a true 
testimony of the family’s wealth and prestige. In times of turmoil, the 
family could also barricade both entrances to the street as a further 
protection to their houses. Towards the Via Recta, also known as the 
Via Mercatoria, shops were integrated in the ground floor, in order to 
fully make use of its commercial potential. 
The so-called Palazzo a Punta di Diamante received its name from 
the diamond-like decoration, covering the tower and the frames of 
doors and windows. Such decoration was applied in several residences 
in Rome and elsewhere, and was most probably of Mediterranean origin 
with Catalan influences.86 It might be that Antonio chose for this type of 
decoration to confirm his marriage with Leonora (the casa Anguillara 
was decorated with the motive in sgraffito or fresco) or as a tribute to 
Alexander VI (the pope from Spanish origin under which Antonio was 
able to rebuild his urban residence). With the new urban residence, the 
Santacroce, descending from Prospero, firmly confirmed their social 
and political position in the city. 
 
It is unclear how long Giorgio Santacroce remained absent from 
Rome, but by May 1484 he had certainly returned. At the time, enmities 
among Roman families resurfaced and were even more violent than in 
1482. In the factional struggles, Giorgio Santacroce and his men fought 
alongside the Orsini.87 In early June, Giorgio also participated in the 
siege of Marino, acting upon direct instructions from pope Sixtus IV.88 
Giorgio Santacroce continued his career as a military man in service 
of the Orsini and his loyalty was rewarded in 1493. That year, Virginio 
Orsini donated him the fiefdoms of Viano and Rota, turning Giorgio’s 
branch of the Santacroce into the Signore di Viano e Rota.89  In the 
second half of the sixteenth century, the fiefdom of Oriolo, a borgo 
86  Benocci, “Palazzo Santacroce,” 225.
87  Pontani, Il diario romano di Gaspare Pontani, 30; Vascho, Il diario della città di Roma 
dall’anno 1480 all’anno 1492 di Antonio de Vascho, 23 and 508; Infessura, Diario della città di 
Roma, 109 and 19.
88  Vascho, Il diario della città di Roma dall’anno 1480 all’anno 1492 di Antonio de Vascho, 23 
and 509-10. 
89  ASR, Archivio Santacroce, b. 710 contains a copy of the donation.
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founded by Giorgio Santacroce il Giovane was added to these territories. 
Giorgio had already moved away from the Via in Publicolis before 
receiving the fiefdoms from Virginio Orsini. In 1489, he hired the 
architect Tommasso Mazzarazzi to build a house on Piazza Branca.90 
The house might have been built upon the ruins of his former residence. 
Yet, Giorgio might also have bought these properties after destruction 
of his residence in 1482. On Tempesta’s map of 1593, no building on 
Piazza Branca of particular architectural value is illustrated. It might 
be that Giorgio’s house of 1489 was of rather modest appearance, at 
least in comparison with the palazzo that his descendants built here 
from 1598 onwards.91 The latter is known today as Palazzo Santacroce 
(or Palazzo ai Catinari). During the seventeenth century, this palazzo 
was connected via a bridge to the adjacent Palazzetto dei Famigli, 
constructed to house the servants of the family.
Instead of staying in the paternal house, most probably built in 1489, 
Giorgio’s sons first moved towards Piazza San Martinelli. In 1502, 
Jacopo Santacroce, tutore et curatore of Giorgio Santacroce’s sons 
and heirs, bought with Prospero, Pietro and Andrea, a domus magna 
on Piazza San Martinelli, adjacent to the church of San Salvatore in 
Campo.92 The house most likely suited better their new position as 
Signori. The palazzo, as drawn on Tempesta’s map, must be the result 
of reconstruction works during the sixteenth century. By 1593, the 
building consisted of three floors around a central courtyard. The main 
facade was directed towards Piazza San Martinelli (in Tempesta’s 
map indicated as “Platea S. Crucis”.) In 1604, contemporary to the 
construction of Palazzo Santacroce on Piazza Branca, the building 
was sold to the Monte di Pietà. The Monte enlarged the property by 
integrating other buildings and is still located there today.
90  See footnote 74.
91  The palazzo was built in three phases: 1598-1602, with Carlo Maderno as the architect, 1630-
1637, with Francesco Peparelli as the architect, and 1659-1668, and 1670-1672, with Giovanni 
Antonio De Rossi as the architect. Francesca Vicarelli, “La fabbrica “dei Famigli” del palazzo 
Santacroce ai Catinari,” in Rome, le case, la città, ed. Elisa Debenedetti (Rome: Bonsignori 
Editore, 1998), 81-94.
92  ASR, Archivio Santacroce, b 274. December 1502 contains a copy of a notarial act, concerning 
the “venditione facta anno 1502 de domo magna sita in urbe in regione Arenulae in Platea S. 
Martinelli.” 
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Platea Branche
Via in PublicolisPiazza BrancaFormer Piazza Santacroce
Platea S. Crucis
Fig. 47 Fragment of the Nolli map with indications of the former Piazza Santacroce, 
Piazza Brancha and Via in Publicolis. Giambattista Nolli, Pianta di Roma, 1748. http://
nolli.uoregon.edu. [last consulted 24.09.18] ©2005-2018, University of Oregon. 
Fig. 46 Fragment of Tempesta’s map with indications of the “Platea S. Crucis” and the 
“Platea Branche”. Antonio Tempesta, Pianta di Roma, 1593. ©Academia Belgica.
207
During the last decade of the fifteenth century and the first years 
of the sixteenth, Prospero and Giorgio, as well as their sons, firmly 
reclaimed their position among the Roman nobility, and extended the 
family’s architectural and urban presence. The “perpetual shame” Sixtus 
hoped to impose upon the family by destroying their residences only 
had limited success. While chroniclers preserved the memory towards 
the punishments, endured by the family, the physical fabric of the city 
restored, leaving few to no traces of the damage done in previous years. 
The reintegration is partly due to the institutional structure of the city. 
The Roman pontiffs followed each other’s reign on average in periods 
of about five to ten years. When individuals or families were excluded, 
temporary safety needed to be sought outside the city walls. Yet, 
changing popes and power balances in Rome could easily turn the tide. 
As the family regained their social and political position, they also 
reconstructed their houses. Since only few to no traces have been left 
of Prospero’s and Giorgio’s houses, it is difficult to interpret how these 
men gave specific architectural form to their reintegration. Yet, it is 
clear that Prospero chose to further the family politics, and that Giorgio 
decided to initiate a new core. Antonio’s palazzo continued upon 
Roman traditions of private residences and integrated contemporary 
decorative motives, finding a good balance between tradition and 
innovation. Giorgio’s sons established their own residence on Piazza 
San Martinelli, as a confirmation of their new status as Signori. 
The Aftermath
Although the conflict between the Santacroce and the Della Valle 
is told here in the tradition of the vendetta between two families, the 
conflict certainly extended to the larger population and was connected 
to other events. This is clear from the participation of many citizens in 
the peace agreements, but also from the escalations of violence in May 
1484 that took place two years after the attack on the Della Valle houses 
and the destruction of the Santacroce houses.
In May 1484, the Santacroce and Della Valle faced each other again 
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in a conflict that included an even larger number of Roman citizens.93 
The Santacroce and Della Valle conflict intersected with tensions 
between the papal nephews Girolamo Riario and Giuliano della Rovere, 
between the Colonna and the Orsini, and between the Crescenzi and 
Margani. The coming together of circumstances created an extremely 
violent situation. The chronicler Sigismondo Conti traced the direct 
cause of the escalation to the refusal of Lorenzo Oddone Colonna and 
his brothers to return the counties of Alba and Tagliacozzo to the Orsini, 
as stipulated in the truce between Pope Sixtus IV and king Ferdinand 
of Naples.94 In order to take control over the situation, Pope Sixtus IV 
summoned Lorenzo to the Vatican Palace on 29 May 1484. 
The Colonna family feared the protonotary’s life and obstructed 
Lorenzo in going towards the pope. The family barricaded itself in 
the palazzo of cardinal Colonna on Piazza della Pillotta and firmly 
maintained Lorenzo there. When pope Sixtus IV heard Lorenzo would 
not come, he ordered the Orsini to attack the Colonna with their armies 
and to bring Lorenzo towards him. Giorgio Santacroce and his men, as 
well as the Crescenzi, traditional allies of the Orsini, participated in the 
siege. The Della Valle and the Margani, on the other hand, sided with 
the Colonna. 
The papal troops marched towards palazzo Colonna in two groups, 
approaching the building from opposite sides. Barricades in the streets 
and other defensive structures were to no avail. After a violent siege, 
the palazzo was occupied, Lorenzo was taken towards the Vatican 
Palace, and the Colonna residences, as well as many other houses in 
the neighbourhood were plundered and sacked. The following days, the 
pope ordered to destroy the Della Valle houses, who had helped to defend 
the Colonna. The Della Valle family itself left the city. Destruction of 
the Della Valle houses continued for about ten days. By the end of June, 
palazzo Colonna was destroyed as well. Lorenzo Oddone Colonna was 
submitted to the death penalty on 29 June.  
93  Gherardi, Il diario romano di Jacopo Gherardi da Volterra, 132; Vascho, Il diario della città 
di Roma dall’anno 1480 all’anno 1492 di Antonio de Vascho, 23 and 506-12; Pontani, Il diario 
romano di Gaspare Pontani; Infessura, Diario della città di Roma, 107-21; Conti, Le storie de 
suoi tempi, 188-92. 
94  Le storie de suoi tempi, 184.
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Contemporary sources leave traces of the disapproved reaction of 
several Romans towards the destruction of the Della Valle houses. 
According to Volterra, the Cardinal of Siena pleaded with the pope to 
seize destruction claiming that enough terror had been brought upon 
the citizenry.95 Volterra recalls how the houses were “magnifice satis 
constructae”.96 It might well have been that the Cardinal of Siena used 
“magnificence” as one of his arguments not to destroy the houses. 
According to Volterra, the cardinal’s plea was successful and the pope 
would have been content with destroying the roof, until the walls 
upon which it stood. Infessura, then again, claimed that, despite papal 
promises, destruction continued, upon which the cardinal left the city.97 
95  Gherardi, Il diario romano di Jacopo Gherardi da Volterra, 133.
96  Ibid.
97  Infessura, Diario della città di Roma, 122-23.

211
5. order, coMMunIty, cItIzenry and MeMory:
Plundering and Destroying the Marescotti Houses and 
Palazzo Bentivoglio in Bologna (1507-08)
In January 1508, the Marsili, supported by other Bolognese families, 
gathered at Palazzo dei Poeti to attack the Marescotti residence 
in the parish of San Martino della Croce dei Santi.1 The Marescotti 
complex consisted of several buildings enclosed by the present-day Via 
Barberia, Via Belfiore, Via del Collegio di Spagna and Borgo Riccio.2 
On arrival, the group surrounded the complex, set fire to the stables, 
and violently entered the residence. Hearing the noise of the assailants, 
the inhabitants soon panicked. The fear must have been considerable, 
having a chronicler testifying that - either naked or in night dress - 
everyone tried to flee.3 The brave resistance of the servants allowed the 
Marescotti to escape. Via secret passageways and over rooftops, they 
were able to flee and find refuge in the palace of the Governor. 
1  The reconstruction of the events is based on Giacomo Gigli, Cronica, 1494-1513, ed. Bruno 
Fortunato (Bologna: Costa, 2008), 144-50; Leandro Alberti, Historie di Bologna, 1479-1543, 
ed. Armando Antonelli and Maria Rosaria Musti (Bologna: Costa, 2006), 247-59; Fileno Dalla 
Tuata, Istoria di Bologna: origini - 1521, ed. Bruno Fortunao and Armando Antonelli (Bologna: 
Costa, 2005), 520-29; Cherubino Ghirardacci, Della historia di Bologna. Parte terza, ed. Albano 
Sorbelli, 2 vols., Rerum italicarum scriptores 33,1 (Città di Castello: S. Lapi, 1915-1932), 378-93.
2  Anna Maria Matteucci, “Un palazzo in una città di palazzi,” in Palazzo Marescotti Brazzetti in 
Bologna, ed. Anna Maria Matteucci et al. (Bologna: Immobiliare Porta Castello, 1984), 29-47. The 
appendix of the publication contains a transcription of a seventeenth-century copy of a notarial 
act dated January 26, 1507. The notarial act settled the division of Galeazzo Marescotti’s property 
among his heirs. Although the document does not allow a full reconstruction of the building 
complex, the overall composition can be more or less understood. See also later in this chapter.
3  “chi nudo et chi in camisa se fugirno” Gigli, Cronica, 1494-1513, 145. 




Fig. 48 Fragment of Carracci’s Map of Bologna with indications of 
1. Palazzo dei Poeti
2. the Marescotti complex
3. Porta San Mamolo
Agostino Carracci, Gabriele Paleotti, Bononia docet mater studiorum (Bologna: Giovanni 
Rossi, 1581). Engraving, 57,7 x 82,5cm. ©Bibliteca digitale dell’archiginnasio. CABo, 
GDS, Raccolta piante e vedute della città di Bologna, Cartella 1, n. 4.
Fig. 49 a, b, c 




In the meantime, the assailants continued to plunder and attack the 
residence, using both weapons and fire. After the attack on the family 
complex, the armed men set for Porta San Mamolo which they occupied. 
Fearing that the group would allow the banished Bentivoglio brothers 
to enter the city via the gate, the Council of Forty sent an embassy 
to negotiate. At the Porta San Mamolo, the assailants demanded, 
among others, the permission to continue plundering and destroying 
the Marescotti residence, and to expel the family from the city and its 
hinterland. Once the government guaranteed to meet their demands, 
the assailants abandoned the gate, and the immediate danger for the 
precarious peace in Bologna was overcome. During the following days, 
the Marescotti were escorted out of the city. The plundering of the 
residence continued. Within five days, it was spoiled and razed to the 
ground.  
Unlike the destruction of Palazzo Bentivoglio seven months earlier, 
the above-mentioned episode is less well known among architectural 
historians.4 In may 1507, Palazzo Bentivoglio had been plundered and 
razed to the ground by a group of citizens, led by Ercole Marescotti and 
Camillo Gozzadini.5 Largely lamented by contemporary chroniclers and 
highly discussed in diplomatic letters, there is much textual evidence on 
4  The few studies found on Palazzo Marescotti and its destruction were made during the 1970s 
and 1980s in Italian scholarship. Giovanni Carpani, “Il guasto dei Mariscotti,” Strenna storica 
Bolognese 29 (1979): 113-30; Anna Maria Matteucci et al., Palazzo Marescotti Brazzetti in 
Bologna (Bologna: Immobiliare Porta Castello, 1984).
5  On Palazzo Bentivoglio and its destruction, Armando Antonelli and Marco Poli, Il Palazzo 
dei Bentivoglio nelle fonti del tempo (Venice: Marsilio, 2006); Valeria Rubii, “La domus magna 
bentivolesca: dalla leggenda alla ricostruzione filologica,” in Un signore allo specchio. Il ritratto 
e il palazzo di Giovanni II Bentivoglio, catalogo della mostra (Bologna 2003), ed. Vera Fortunati 
(Bologna: Editrice Compositori, 2003), 21-27; Carolyn James, “The Palazzo Bentivoglio in 
1487,” Mitteilungen des Kunsthistorischen Institutes in Florenz 41 (1997): 188-96; Pier Luigi 
Perazzini, “Nuovi documenti riguardanti il distrutto palazzo Bentivoglio di strada San Donato 
“Strenna storica Bolognese 47 (1997): 47; Bram Kempers, “Bezetting in beeld: Julius II en 
de Bentivoglio’s in Bologna 1504-1509,” Incontri 9 (1994/95): 161-93; Bruno Basile, ed. 
Bentivolorum magnificentia: principe e cultura a Bologna nel Rinascimento (Rome: Bulzoni 
1984), 13-33; William E Wallace, “The Bentivoglio Palace. Lost and Reconstructed,” Sixteenth 
Century Journal 10 (1979): 97-114; Francesca Bocchi, Il patrimonio bentivolesco alla metà del 
quattrocento, Fonti per la storia di Bologna. Testi 5 (Bologna: Istituto per la Storia di Bologna, 
1970); G Gennari, “La “domus jocunditatis” a Bentivoglio, con nuovi documenti,” Strenna Storica 
Bolognese 7 (1957): 173-78; Cecilia M Ady, The Bentivoglio of Bologna: A Study in Despotism 
(London: Oxford University Press, 1937).
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this case.6 The site of Palazzo Bentivoglio was also left empty for more 
than two centuries, keeping the memory of the destruction alive. 
The present chapter studies both attacks in dialogue with each other. 
As with the previous case, documentary evidence allows to reconstruct 
the conflict as well as the afterlife of both destructions. While nothing 
was built on the site of Palazzo Bentivoglio, which integrated the 
destruction in the damnatio memoriae proclaimed on the family, a new 
palazzo was built on the site of the Marescotti complex. The different 
stages in the construction of the new urban residence highlight the 
interest of the government in having the building completed, as well as 
to how Ercole Marescotti communicated his regained position through 
the architecture of his residence. 
 Interpreting the Story: Political Conspiracies and 
Private Conflict
Bolognese chronicles and diaries usually present the plundering 
and destruction of the Marescotti complex as an act of revenge for the 
destruction of Palazzo Bentivoglio, and as part of a political conspiracy 
aiming to reinstall Bentivoglio rule. The interpretation of the attack as 
part of a political conspiracy, however, is more due to the nature of the 
source material than the actual development of events. By considering 
the nature of the source material in detail, a more likely version of 
actual events can be reconstructed. 
The events of 18 January 1508 have been preserved in a number 
of chronicles and diaries. In these historical accounts, each author 
reconstructed the events of that night in their own words. The account 
best known to contemporary historians is the Historia di Bologna, an 
extensive history of Bologna written by the Augustinian friar Cherubino 
6  Much of the primary documents have been assembled in Antonelli and Poli, Il Palazzo dei 
Bentivoglio nelle fonti del tempo. For transcriptions of diplomatic letters, Giovanni Gozzadini, “Di 
alcuni avvenimenti in Bologna e nell’Emilia dal 1506 al 1511 e dei cardinali legati A. Ferrero e 
F. Alidosi,” Atti e memorie della R. Deputazione di storia patria per le provincie di Romagna III, 
no. IV (1886): 144-48. The destruction is recalled in most chronicles of Bologna, among which 
those consulted for this case; Gigli, Cronica, 1494-1513, 129-32; Alberti, Historie di Bologna, 
1479-1543, 230-33; Tuata, Istoria di Bologna: origini - 1521, 509-10; Ghirardacci, Della historia 
di Bologna. Parte terza, 369-74.
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Ghirardacci (1518/19-1598), which is based on a large body of archival 
sources and previous accounts.7 One of such accounts was by Leandro 
Alberti (1479-1552), a Dominican friar who presented his history to the 
Bolognese senate in 1540.8 Ghirardacci used Alberti as an important 
source, and his reliance upon him is also recognizable in his account of 
January 18th.  
Although the individual events of January 18th, and those in the days 
leading up to the event, differ greatly in Alberti’s and Ghirardacci’s 
account, they both presented the attack on the Marescotti complex 
and the occupation of the gate as part of a political conspiracy to 
expel the Marescotti from the city and to re-install Bentivoglio rule.9 
The Bentivoglio, with their friends and supporters, had dominated 
the political scene in Bologna during the second half of the fifteenth 
century.10 The situation changed after the election of pope Julius II, 
who wanted to increase papal control on the city. In 1506, Julius II 
accused Giovanni Bentivoglio of tyranny, banished him from the city, 
and installed a new ecclesiastical government. 
According to the chroniclers, former Bentivoglio supporters felt 
disadvantaged in the new situation and witnessed the return of families, 
7  Ghirardacci started to work on his Historia di Bologna from the 1570s onwards. During his 
lifetime, he tried to publish some of its volumes. After having met with resistance from the 
senate, he succeeded in bringing the first volume to print between 1593 and 1594. A second part 
was published in 1598. The publication of the second and third volume occurred much later, in 
the seventeenth and eighteenth century respectively. All but one edition of the last volume was 
destroyed. The sole surviving third volume, which covered the events up to 1508, was bought in 
1860 for the Biblioteca bolognese dell’Archiginnasio, where it still is today. The critical edition 
consulted for this research is based on the latter document. See Della historia di Bologna. Parte 
terza. For Ghirardacci’s biography and the publication history of the Historia di Bologna, see 
Umberto Mazzone, “Cherubino Ghirardacci,” in Dizionario Biografico degli Italiani (2000).
8  Leandro Alberti wrote his Historia di Bologna from the end of the 1530s until the beginning 
of the 1540s. The senate, interested in having a history of the city in Italian, provided Alberti 
with funds to create his work. In the first months of 1540, Alberti presented the first volume to 
the Senate, and it was published in 1543. For unknown reasons the publication of the Historia 
di Bologna interrupted after two years. From 1541 until 1543 only the first eleven books were 
printed. On Alberti, Abele L Redigonda, “Leandro Alberti,”ibid. (1960); Alberti, Historie di 
Bologna, 1479-1543, 731-57.
9  For their narratives, see Historie di Bologna, 1479-1543, 247-59; Cherubino Ghirardacci, 
Della historia di Bologna. Parte Terza (Città di Castello: S. Lapi, 1915-32), 378-93. 
10  For the nature of “Bentivoglio rule” from the 1450s onwards, Ian Robertson, Tyranny under the 
Mantle of St Peter, Late Medieval and Early Modern Studies (Turnhout: Brepols, 2002).
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excluded under Bentivoglio rule, with suspicion. Among these families 
were the Marescotti, who, back in Bologna, grew in “grandness and 
reputation” (grandezza e reputatione). 11 Bentivoglio supporters felt 
threatened by their immoderate ambition. Their hatred and fear became 
so excessive, so the chroniclers recalled, that secret conspiracies were 
set up to expel the Marescotti and to bring the Bentivoglio back within 
the urban walls. 
The central protagonist in both narratives was Gasparo Scappi, “a 
man of great courage and eloquence” (giovane di grande ardire et di 
molta eloquenza ).12 Both authors presented Scappi as the leader of the 
conspiracy, who gave passionate speeches and roused the spirits of 
fellow Bolognese to join his plan. Scappi would also have set up secret 
meetings with Annibale Bentivoglio (Giovanni’s eldest son) and would 
have approached people within the Council of Forty. 
In both stories, the conspiracy to expel the Marescotti and to re-install 
Bentivoglio rule was discovered before it could be executed (or the 
conspiracy was at least suspected), upon which the Governor of Bologna 
immediately acted. According to Alberti, the Governor organised a 
peace agreement between the conspirators and the Marescotti, wrongly 
believing that the cause of distress lay in mutual hostilities. According 
to Ghirardacci, the Governor could not find anyone armed and reassured 
the Marescotti that all was fine. Soon afterwards, Ercole Marescotti 
and his sons left for Rome in order to inform the pope of the latest 
developments. In absence of the Marescotti, the conspirators gathered 
again on January 18th. That night they would plunder the Marescotti 
residence, occupy Porta San Mamolo, let Bentivoglio troops enter 
Bologna via the gate and change the political course in their city.
If we are to believe Alberti and Ghirardacci word by word, that 
night, a political conspiracy took place, set up by a brilliant mastermind 
who eloquently convinced other men to undertake such a dangerous 
act. The narrative, however, is more related to the literary example on 
which the authors modelled individual facts, than representative for 
an actual chronology of events. In order to write histories of cities, 
11  Alberti, Historie di Bologna, 1479-1543, 247.
12  Ghirardacci, Della historia di Bologna. Parte terza, 378.
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chroniclers often turned to literary models. Throughout the Middle 
Ages and into the Renaissance, Sallust’s The Conspiracy of Cataline 
was used as the model to reconstruct political conspiracies.13 When 
comparing both narratives with the ancient text, it becomes clear that 
Alberti and Ghirardacci projected singular facts upon this example.14 
Both the sequence of events (the secret assemblies, the early discovery, 
the regained attempt, and the final defeat), as well as the protagonists 
(Gaspare Scappi as a modern Cataline) coincide. 
The narrative, however, does not do justice to the nature of events 
that took place in the night of January 18th, and those preceding it. 
The narrative may have served its purpose within Ghirardacci’s and 
Alberti’s literary endeavours, but for the contemporary historian it raises 
a number of questions. What exactly happened? What were the motives 
of the assailants? And which outcome did they hope to achieve? 
By focusing on odd details in Alberti’s and Ghirardacci’s narrative, 
and by complementing these two versions with information from other 
chronicles, a different story of that night comes to the fore. While it 
seems correct that the assailants hoped to expel the Marescotti from the 
city, the attempt to bring back the Bentivoglio needs to be tuned down. 
A complex interplay of clan struggle and individual motives brought 
the assailants together that night. Through their actions, the assailants 
hoped to restore justice, and to (re)negotiate and (re)install a new order 
and balance within the city, rather than to overthrow a political regime 
and re-install Bentivoglio rule. 
Two additional chronicles allow to break Alberti’s and Ghirardacci’s 
narrative open. Fileno della Tuata (ca.1450-ca.1521) recalled the events 
in his Sustanziosa narrazione della origine della città di Bologna e 
suo vario stato dall’anno 305 sino all’anno 1521.15 Working on the 
13  Patricia J. Osmond, “”Princeps Historiae Romanae”: Sallust in Renaissance Political Thought,” 
Memoirs of the American Academy in Rome 40, (1995): 101-43. For a similar case in Rome, 
Myriam Chiabò, “Cicerone e Sallustio modelli per gli scritti sulla congiura di Stefano Porcari,” in 
Congiure e conflitti. L’affermazione della signoria pontificia su Roma nel Rinascimento: politica, 
economia e cultura, ed. Myriam Chiabò et al. (Rome: Roma nel Rinascimento, 2013), 129-38.
14  For Sallust’s text, Gaius Sallustius Crispus, Sallust, trans. J C Rolfe, Loeb Classical Library 116 
(Cambridge, Mass and London: Harvard University Press and William Heinemann LTD, 1980).
15  Fileno della Tuata was the son of a notary, living in Via Galliera. He was relatively close with 
Giovanni Bentivoglio, as he served as an intermediary in the latter’s contacts with the French king 
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manuscript from 1496 until his death, della Tuata wrote as a direct 
witness of what happened. His account takes more the form of a diary. 
He recalled for each day the notifiable events and wrote them down as 
such. Giacomo Gigli (born 1448) took a similar approach in his Cronica 
1494-1513.16 These day to day narratives contain singular elements 
which have been omitted in Alberti’s and Ghirardacci’s accounts.
In their narration of January 18th, della Tuata and Gigli recalled 
how, at the beginning of the month, the Marescotti and the Marsili had 
discord.17 Ercole Marescotti, related to the Marsili through the marriage 
of his sister, had disagreements with his nephews for some unknown 
reasons. These disagreements lead to escalations of violence. According 
to della Tuata, the Marescotti made an armed demonstration against 
the Marsili on the 5th of January, on which the Marsili were advised 
not to leave the house that night. Four days later, the Marsili returned 
the hostile gesture by making an armed demonstration against the 
Marescotti. The Governor, having heard about the pending escalation 
of violence, prohibited both families to leave their houses on a penalty 
of 1000 ducats. The penalty most probably represented the fine for 
breaking a peace agreement. 18
On what happened next, della Tuata and Gigli give opposite 
accounts. Della Tuata mentioned that, nevertheless, the Marescotti 
made an armed demonstration on the eleventh against the Marsili, who 
(della Tuata had spent a long time in France). Although he was supportive of the Benitvoglio, he 
also expressed criticism. After the expulsion of the Bentivoglio from Bolonga, he continued to 
serve as an intermediary with the French. For a complete biography, Tuata, Istoria di Bologna: 
origini - 1521, XII-XXI. The critical edition used is based on BUBo ms 1438, which I also 
consulted. Della Tuata also wrote another historical work, Historia universale, of which only the 
autograph manuscript survives (BUBo ms 1439). 
16  Few is known about the biography of Giacomo Gigli. Born in Bologna in 1448, he married 
Andrea di ser Niccolo Argelati in 1470. In Bologna, he was politically active, and such personal 
experience can be seen in his chronicle. On 18 April 1506, he was present at the foundation 
ceremonies for the Basilica di San Pietro in Rome. When he returned to Bologna, the destruction 
of Palazzo Bentivoglio was still underway. For Gigli’s biography, Gigli, Cronica, 1494-1513, 
35-46.
17  Ibid., 144; Tuata, Istoria di Bologna: origini - 1521, 520-21.
18  Leandro Alberti, we might recall, also mentioned that a peace agreement had been set up 
between the Marescotti and the Marsili as the Governor believed the enmity between both parties 
lay in mutual disagreements. Alberti, Historie di Bologna, 1479-1543, 248.  
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were now supported by the Poeti and Pepuli. Although the Marescotti 
had disobeyed the Governor’s orders, it was Agostino de Marsili and 
his sons who were commanded to go to Rome. Gigli, on the other 
hand, claimed that the Marsili took initiative. With favour of the Pepuli, 
Fantuzzi, Poeti and Ariosti, they made a congregation and conspiracy 
against the Marescotti. Their plan was to expel and ruin the Marescotti 
with fire (expellere e rovinare li dicti Marescotti cum lo fuoco).19 The 
plan could not take place as it was discovered by the Governor and 
Council of Forty. Upon the discovery, Agostino Marsili and his sons 
were immediately summoned to go to Rome. 
What to make of these accounts? From these confusing and 
contradictory facts, we learn that even contemporaries had difficulties 
in understanding what exactly happened. Nevertheless, both authors 
traced the origin of the plundering to the conflict between the Marescotti 
and Marsili. Although the authorities hoped to contain the violence by 
imposing penalties, the “peace” was broken only a few days later. 
According to della Tuata and Gigli, the Marsili found support with 
other families to plunder the Marescotti complex and to occupy the 
gate. The negotiations, set up at the gate, show that each had their 
own motivations to collaborate. The demands are recalled by all four 
chroniclers. Those outlined here are based on Ghirardacci’s list which 
includes the highest number.20 According to Girardacci, the demands 
were the following:  Aloisio Maria Griffoni, who had been imprisoned a 
few days earlier, needed to be released; the Marescotti should be exiled 
200 miles from Bologna and their houses be destroyed to the ground 
(fosse totalmente a terra spianato); the Jews should be sacked and 
chased from the city and its hinterland; four members of the Council 
of Forty needed to resign, their goods be confiscated and brought into 
Monte’s, and the revenues this created needed to be distributed among 
the poor of the four Quartieri; no Bolognese citizen could be summoned 
by the Pope in the future; Count Alessandro de Pepoli, which had been 
19  Gigli, Cronica, 1494-1513, 144.
20  Ghirardacci, Della historia di Bologna. Parte terza, 381. For the other authors, Gigli, Cronica, 
1494-1513, 145; Alberti, Historie di Bologna, 1479-1543, 250; Tuata, Istoria di Bologna: origini 
- 1521, 522-23.
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summoned to Rome, should be given permission to return freely to 
Bologna within 15 days; Virgilio, a military man in the service of the 
Duke of Urbino who had killed Giovanni Jacomo da Stiatico, needed to 
be sentenced to death; and none of those who had plundered the family 
residence and occupied the gate could be found guilty of any charges 
any time in the future. 
These demands are so diverse that it is difficult to gather them under 
one singular motive. The men at Porta San Mamolo do not appear 
as a unified party who hoped to re-establish Bentivoglio rule, but as 
a number of individuals, families, clans and faction members who 
sought means to achieve individual claims. The chroniclers are also 
very confusing on who joined whom and when that night. It might have 
been that certain men saw the events unfolding, realized the opportunity 
this created to obtain private claims, and thus joined the group as the 
night went on. The assailants were correct to assume the occupation 
would work in their advantage, as the local authorities agreed with their 
claims. A binding document was written by a notary and signed by the 
local authorities and the conspirators.21 Upon signing the document, the 
men released the gate. 
During the following days, several of the demands were met and the 
assailants were allowed to continue the plundering and destruction. The 
residence was cleared (spianata) and spoiled (guasta) to its fundaments 
(insino ai fondamenti) within five days.22 On the 24th of January, Julius II 
sent a brief to Bologna saying that he pardoned all who had participated 
in the plundering and occupation of that night.23 
Subsequent events, however, developed in the assailants’ 
disadvantage. In the following days, more sacking and plundering 
21  The chroniclers give different accounts on which Bolognese officials signed the document. 
They name, variously, the papal legate, the governor, members of the council of forty, members of 
the colleges etc. All do acknowledge that the document was agreed upon by the local authorities 
and the conspirators. Gigli, Cronica, 1494-1513, 145; Alberti, Historie di Bologna, 1479-1543, 
250; Tuata, Istoria di Bologna: origini - 1521, 523; Ghirardacci, Della historia di Bologna. Parte 
terza, 381.
22  Gigli, Cronica, 1494-1513, 146.
23  Ghirardacci is the only out of four who does not mention an overall papal pardon. For the 
other chroniclers, ibid., 147; Alberti, Historie di Bologna, 1479-1543, 252-53; Tuata, Istoria di 
Bologna: origini - 1521, 525. 
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continued. The government continued to be suspicious about the 
families who had occupied the gate, especially since news of pro-
Bentivoglio troops organizing themselves outside the city walls arrived 
in Bologna. Several men were summoned to Rome in the last days of 
January. Once arrived, they were imprisoned in Castel Sant’Angelo. 
More than 100 people left Bologna, payed a fine or were banned as 
rebels in the following days.24 
The “Legitimacy” of Plundering and Destruction as Extra-
Judiciary Forms of Restoring Justice
The assailants succeeded in their endeavours. At the city gate, 
they were guaranteed that private claims would be met. One of these 
was to expel the Marescotti “with fire” from Bologna, and to plunder 
and destroy the ancestral residence to the ground. In other words, the 
assailants demanded the right for private war, and to apply plundering 
and destruction as a punishment. Permission to plunder and destroy 
was only obtained when a city gate was occupied. This illustrates that 
plundering and destruction as extra-judiciary forms of punishments were 
not (or no longer) considered “legitimate” or “lawful”.25 The reasons 
why the authorities accepted the claim for justice can be understood 
through the strategic potential of the city gate and the development of 
political events at the time.
The success was partly due to the strategic potential of the city 
gate. Occupied gates created vulnerable spots in the urban walls. Their 
occupation was often applied in private conflict. For example, when the 
Santacroce attacked the Della Valle houses in Rome during the 1480s, 
the assailants also occupied Porta San Sebastiano. I suggested in the 
previous chapter that such an occupation would allow additional troops 
to enter the city, or might guarantee a safe escape route. In Bologna, it 
24  A complete list of names is given in Istoria di Bologna: origini - 1521, 526-27.
25  The case supports Trevor Dean’s conclusion that acts of revenge were considered as ordinary 
crimes. See Chapter One. For criminal justice in Bologna, Sarah Rubin Blanshei and Sara Cucini, 
“Criminal Justice and Conflict Resolution,” in A Companion to Medieval and Renaissance 
Bologna, ed. Sarah Rubin Blanshei (Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2018), 335-60; Sarah Rubin 
Blanshei, Politics and Justice in Late Medieval Bologna (Leiden: Brill, 2010).
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seems, the occupation created the potential to negotiate. The potential 
was also related to contemporary political developments. Especially at 
this time, when the banished Bentivoglio resided in relative vicinity to 
Bologna, an open city gate formed a serious threat to the political order. 
The timing was also important. The occupation of Porta San 
Mamolo took place a few weeks after a new Council of Forty had been 
elected and individual members of the new Council were favourable to 
the families who occupied the gate.26 As in Florence, the offices of the 
main institutional bodies and committees were peopled by members 
of the Bolognese citizenry, selected for short periods of time through 
procedures, such as handpicking. Such a constitutional structure 
created a system in which political representation of certain families 
or factions in the government could suddenly change. The assailants 
took opportunity from the new government’s positive attitude towards 
them. The occupation of the gate in early January 1508 created the best 
moment and position from which to negotiate the right for vengeance 
and justice, and from which to claim permission to plunder and destroy 
the Marescotti residence. 
The Construction of Palazzo Marescotti: Bolognese Authorities 
and Private Urban Residences
The assailants of the Marescotti complex had demanded to exclude 
the family from the city and its hinterland, and a few days later, the 
family was indeed forced to leave the city. Marescotti absence from 
Bologna was relatively short. Early July 1508, only six months after the 
expulsion, the family was repatriated. The Marescotti had spent their 
absence in Rome. Upon return, the papal legate and the senators put 
the property of the Scappi family at their disposal until their residence 
would be restored.27 
Restoration of the Marescotti residence had already started before 
the family returned to the city. Shortly before their return, the papal 
26  Especially Ghirardacci draws attention to this fact. Ghirardacci, Della historia di Bologna. 
Parte terza, 378-79. 
27  Della historia di Bologna, 390. Gasparo Scappi’s residence was most probably confiscated in 
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legate took initiative to restore the residence. He also provided the 
family with financial means by imposing penalties on the assailants 
who had destroyed the residence in the first place. Political interest in 
having the building completed occurred a few decades later when the 
government provided the family with a grant to embellish the facade. 
Such conscious support of the government to a private family illustrates 
the mutual interest in having the building completed. The government 
actively supported the realignment of the social and physical structure 
of the city, in having the civitas whole again.
The Papal Legate: Aligning the Physical and Social Fabric of the 
Civitas
On the 8th of June 1508, Francesco Alidosio made his formal entry 
as the cardinal legate of Bologna. Upon arrival, he took steps to restore 
the Marescotti residence by condemning the assailants to financial 
penalties. The tax produced a sum of 55.200 ducats and 70 soldi, or 
39.659 scudi.28 The legate also issued an invitation to tender (invito 
d’appalto) to refabricate.29 The construction was attributed to maestro 
Giovanni Beroaldo for a sum of 17.000 ducats with the obligation to 
finish the works within 18 months.30 
On the 25th of June, construction started. A papal document (una 
scommunica papale) was also published obliging everyone who held 
any belongings, wood, ironware or other things from the building 
the aftermath of January 1508.
28  Ghirardacci includes a detailed list of individual names and the sums they paid. Della historia 
di Bologna. Parte terza, 386-89. See also Carlo De Angelis and Paolo Nannelli, “L’edificio 
cinquecentesco: individuazione dei rapporti proporzionali,” in Palazzo Marescotti Brazzetti 
in Bologna, ed. Anna Maria Matteucci, et al. (Bologna: Immobiliare Porta Castello, 1984), 71, 
footnote 6.
29  An appalto is an invitation to procure a contract, in which those who sign the contract oblige 
themselves to adhere to certain objectives with proper means and on proper risk. http://www.
treccani.it/vocabolario/appalto/, last consulted October 19, 2017.
30  The sum is mentioned by Ghirardacci. Guidicini included the term of 18 months in his Cose 
notabili della città di Bologna, published in 1868. Although no archival document has been found 
to support such a claim, De Angelis and Nanneli assume that Guidicini had a written document at 
hand while writing. De Angelis and Nannelli, “L’edificio cinquecentesco,” 71, footnote 6.
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to return it to its rightful owners. According to Ghirardacci, many 
belongings were given back.31  
The cardinal legate supported the construction of the urban residence 
and took official action to obtain that goal. He not only provided the 
necessary sums, but also initiated building and ensured construction 
would start soon. Mechanisms for restoring destroyed property through 
legal punishments were integrated in the judiciary system.32 Here, the 
papal legate took specific initiative. In so doing, the political authorities 
in Bologna expressed their interest in having the urban residence and the 
physical structure of the city restored. Through the deliberate support of 
the authorities, the physical structure would soon reflect the new social 
and political structure. 
 The Bolognese Senate: Residences, Public Streets and the City
Political interest for reconstruction was also present because the 
building was the urban residence of a prominent family. During the 
fifteenth century, the scale of the urban residences of such families 
expanded in Bologna and elsewhere.33 As property in the city was a 
requirement for citizenship, and as the elite built such large structures, 
urban residences became representative for the quality of the citizens, 
and of the civitas at large. 
Financial support to foremost families encouraged and enforced 
the identification between urban residences, citizens and the civitas. 
During the second half of the fifteenth century, the Bentivoglio regime 
recurrently attributed tax reductions and grants to patrons of large 
residences.34 Financial privileges were mostly given to the families, 
whose members were politically active in the bodies and commissions 
of the city-state. The privileges were motivated as attributions of 
31  Ghirardacci, Della historia di Bologna. Parte terza, 389.
32  See, for example, Statuta populi et communis florentiae publica auctoritate collecta castigata 
et praeposita anno salutis mccccxv,  (Fribourg: Michel Kluch, 1778-1783), Tractatus contra 
ludentes ad lucum zardi et alios ludos prohibitos, article 65.
33  On the size of urban residences, especially Richard A Goldthwaite, “The Florentine Palace as 
Domestic Architecture,” The American Historical Review 77, no. 4 (1972): 997-1012.
34  Robertson, Tyranny under the Mantle of St Peter, 79-89 and 92-98.
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gratefulness for the family’s service to the civitas, or as rewards for 
courage shown. Their public and private benefit were also emphasized. 
The location of the residence along a public street (via publica) also 
played an important role. In the 1540s, the senate decided to donate a 
sum of 100 bolognese libre to finalize the facade that had been removed 
and destroyed in the past (vetustatem removerint et demoliti sint).35 
Construction would render the facade more ornate and more splendid 
(domus frons ornatior et speciosior). The senate declared they wanted 
to help, as the work would contribute to the ornament of the city and 
its public street (ad urbis et publicae viae ornamentum pertinere). One 
year later, the senate confirmed the sum again.36 
The grant represents the senate’s specific wish for having the 
facade of the building, located along the public street, more ornate and 
splendid. The focus on the elaboration of the facade and the public 
street is inherently part of the communal tradition. During the twelfth 
and thirteenth century, when many Italian cities expanded drastically 
within newly constructed urban walls, streets became important tools 
for spatial organisation.37 Legally and administratively, these streets 
were divided in three kinds of which the distinction coincided with 
spatial characteristics.38 
Private streets (via privatorum), the narrowest, were considered 
private property. The authorities had no command over these streets and 
were only involved in marking their borders. Neighbourhood streets 
(via vicinale) were a little broader, went to a certain place and had no 
exit. Such streets were considered semi-private property. The authorities 
had direct control over these streets and could, for example, change 
their physical features, but only with permission of the neighbouring 
property owners. Public streets (via publica), the broadest, belonged 
to the political authorities. They were accessible to all and often led to 
35  ASB. Senato. Partitorum. c. 114 -  29/10/1546. Transcribed in Angelis and Nannelli, “L’edificio 
cinquecentesco,” 71, footnote 7.
36  ASB. Senato. Partitorum. c. 143v - 2/12/1547. Transcribed in ibid.
37  David Friedman, “Palaces and the Street in Late Medieval and Renaissance Italy,” in Urban 
Landscapes, ed. J W R Whitehand and P J Larkham (London: Routledge, 1992), 69-113.
38  The difference is explained in ibid., 69-70. The quotes come from ibid., 72.
226 Order, Community, Citizenry and Memory
Fig. 50 Interactive map of Bologna, showing palaces depicted in brown colour. The 
map is based on a wide variety of sources and represents Bologna by the end of the 18th and 
beginning of the 19th century. ©http://www.originebologna.com [last consulted 24.09.18].
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a city gate. The political authorities could oblige owners of adjacent 
properties to let the facades of their residences coincide with a projected 
ideal physical form.39 The ideal street was regular and straight over 
long distances (dritta corda and recta linea), paved and graded, and 
beset with a continuous wall. Such streets were considered “useful and 
proper and beautiful.” They “honoured the city.”40 
While the relation between the ideal street and monumentalising 
the private residence was ambiguous and some-what complicated at 
start, they entered a symbiotic relation during the fifteenth century.41 
Private owners learned the advantages of the public street to ennoble 
the private residence, and vice versa. Palazzi in Bologna were mostly 
located along public streets, and especially those leading up to a city 
gate. The location of a palazzo was of course largely determined by 
property ownership over generations of time. Nevertheless, the choice 
to buy adjacent property or to direct the facade towards a certain side 
was influenced by how the building could be seen from a certain street. 
Exploiting the potential of the public street to create certain views 
on the private residence was also practiced elsewhere. David Friedman 
argued that the facade of Palazzo Medici was tilted over a corner in 
order to improve its visibility when approaching the centre of Florence 
from the north. The Palazzo a Punta di Diamante in Rome, as we have 
seen, took advantage of the public street leading from Piazza Giudea to 
Campo de’Fiori. 
39  City statutes could contain regulations on the right to encroach onto public streets (with 
counters, benches, tables…); on having stairs projected onto them; on the presence, size and height 
of jetties and balconies. They could also contain regulations for unified revetments up to certain 
heights. For literature on the topic, Marvin Trachtenberg, Dominion of the Eye: Urbanism, Art, 
and Power in Early Modern Florence (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997); Orietta 
Verdi, Maestri di edifici e di strade a Roma nel secolo XV. Fonti e problemi (Rome: Roma nel 
Rinascimento, 1997); Friedman, “Palaces and the Street” 69-113; Orietta Verdi, “Da ufficiali 
capitolini a commissari apostolici: I maestri delle strade e degli edifici di Roma tra XIII e XVI 
secolo,” in Il Campidoglio e Sisto V, ed. Luigi Spezzaferro and Maria Elisa Tittoni (Rome: Carte 
Segrete, 1991), 54-75; Jacques Heers, Espaces publics, espaces privés dans la ville. Le liber 
terminorum de Bologne (1294), Cultures et civilisations médiévales (Paris: Éditions du centre 
national de la recherche scientifique, 1984). 
40  Friedman, “Palaces and the Street “ 72.
41  Ibid., 69-113.
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The grant, given by the Bolognese Senate, for the facade of the 
house (domus frons) that would contribute to the ornament of the city 
and its public street (ad urbis et publicae viae ornamentum pertinere) 
is a continuation of this policy during the sixteenth century. The 
grant represented the government’s awareness that the facade would 
contribute to the ornament of the city. 
Through financial support, the authorities not only repaired the social 
and physical structure of Bologna. They also allowed to communicate 
the restored peace among the citizens to the inhabitants and visitors 
of the city. In the private residence, and especially in the facade as its 
most public face, the civitas and its citizens showed themselves as a 
virtuous group, living peacefully within the urban walls. Public streets, 
from which the private residences could be appropriately seen, were an 
expression of public authority, but also of the ideal and harmonious city. 
The effects of Good Government in the fresco’s painted by Ambrogio 
Lorenzetti serve as a reminder of the close relation between civic peace 
and the physical structure of the city that was projected in political 
theory. The Marescotti residence had been destroyed during the early 
sixteenth century, and its ruin, clearly visible along a public street, was 
a shame for both family and government. It communicated the violent 
conflict that had taken place and the failure of civic peace. If a new and 
durable balance needed to be set up, the private residence and its facade 
needed to be properly restored.
Ercole Marescotti: A New Family Residence on Ancestral Ground
A reconstruction of the original Marescotti residences, notarial 
acts of purchase, and a comparison with the present building indicates 
that the authorities initially merely intended to restore the Marescotti 
buildings when they initiated construction in June 1508. Only from 1515 
onwards, Ercole Marescotti built a whole new palazzo on the grounds, 
thereby giving architectural expression to his regained position in the 
city. 
Little information can be found on the Marescotti complex before 
it was torn down in January 1508. The most concrete documentation 
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consists of a division of property among Ercole and his nephews. 
Galleazzo Marescotti, Ercole’s father, had outlined in his testament 
that the Marescotti residence was to stay undivided upon his death.42 
His heirs, however, decided otherwise. On 26 January 1507, Ercole 
Marescotti and his nephews made up a formal division of property.43 
While the division does not allow a thorough reconstruction, a few 
indications might be given on how Ercole and his nephews were housed 
prior to the attack on their residence. 
From the notarial act, it results that the family complex consisted 
of a large plot of land, on which individual structures were grouped 
around courtyards, a hortus, and garden.44 The document mentions a 
large house (domus) and three individual structures, referred to as il 
Paradiso, la Schiavanoia and le Case del Peracino. The family complex 
bordered four public streets, which suggests the plot of land stretched 
from the present Via Barberia, Via Belfiore, Via Collegio di Spagna 
to the Via del Riccio. Two main entrances gave access to the family 
complex: a principle one, presumably on Via Barberia, and a secondary 
one, facing the Collegio di Spagna.
The notarial act provided to divide the central domus, presumably 
accessed from Via Barberia, in two. The rooms, located on the right of the 
entrance, were attributed to Ercole. The list of rooms suggests it was an 
elaborate structure: It refers to several dwellings (mansiones, presumable 
to be understood as apartments), two kitchens, a cellar, several rooms 
(camere), a number of granaries, as well as a study (studiolo). Ercole’s 
nephew Galleazzo received the apartments (mansiones) on the left-
hand side of the entrance, where his father Agamemnon used to live. 
Galleazzo also received the great hall (sala magna) with adjacent rooms 
and chambers (cameris et stantiis) at the head of the stairs, as well as 
several granaries and other rooms. The description coincides rather well 
with the structure of the present-day building, which consists of rooms 
42  ASB, Aldrovandi-Marescotti, Instrumenti, busta 684, Lib.C N.24. 
43  ASB, Famiglia Marescotti, Instrumenti, busta 1 (1465-1554). The division of property is also 
transcribed in Matteucci et al., Palazzo Marescotti Brazzetti in Bologna, 113. Copies or mentioning 
of the division can be found in ASB, Aldrovandi-Marescotti, busta 684, Lib.C. N.36 and busta 803, 
ff.6, ff.44.
44  Ibid.
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grouped on each side of a central entranceway .45 If we assume that the 
division of property had an impact on the newly constructed residence, 
Ercole’s part might be approximately identified with lots number 2536 
and 2529 on the catasto Gregoriano, while Galeazzo’s probably more or 
less coincided with plots 2534 and 2535.46 
Apart from the central house, there were three other identifiable 
buildings: Le Case del Peracino, Il Paradiso and La Schiavanoia. Le 
Case del Peracino were given to Ercole. These were probably located 
on the other side of the building plot, as the document mentions a 
second entrance gate in the direction of the Collegio di Spagna, which 
belonged to these houses. The document also mentions Il Paradiso 
and La Schiavanoia. It is not clear whether these names referred to 
independent buildings, or apartments within larger complexes. The 
language is rather confusing. Since the document also outlines the 
rooms above, beneath and adjacent to them, the latter suggestion might 
be assumed. 
Neither can their location be identified. We only know that La 
Schiavanoia was located adjacent to the buildings attributed to Ercole. 
No information on Il Paradiso’s location is given. The names Il 
Paradiso (the paradise) and La Schiavanoia (from schifare la noia, or 
shunning boredom) do allude to cool rooms, adjacent to gardens and 
open spaces, provided with a delightful pictorial program. The name 
Schifanoia was often used for such spaces. We only need to think of the 
Palazzo Schifanoia in Ferrara with its frescoes by Francesco del Cossa. 
In the division of property, La Schiavanoia was attributed to Cirro 
and Pietro Francesco, while Il Paradiso went to Achille together with 
a caminum. Additional granaries, vaulted rooms, and kitchens are 
also mentioned. What results from the descriptions, is that the domus 
magna, Le Case del Peracino, La Schiavanoia, il Paradiso, together 
with granaries, stables and the like transformed the building block 
between Via Barberia, Collegio di Spagna and Borgo Riccio into a large 
compound of Marescotti buildings.
45  Plans of the groundfloor and piano nobile are published in Matteucci et al., Palazzo Marescotti 
Brazzetti in Bologna, 86-87.
46  ASB, Catasto Gregoriano, Cartella 152bis, VI.
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Fig. 52 Plan from Palazzo Marescotti. Taken from Carlo De Angelis and Paolo Nannelli, 
“L’edificio cinquecentesco: Individuazione dei rapporti proporzionali,” in Palazzo Marescotti 
Brazzetti in Bologna, ed. Anna Maria Matteucci, Francesca Montefusco Bignozzi e.a. (Bologna: 
Immobiliare Porta Castello, 1984), 59-71.
Fig. 51 Fragment from Catasto Gregoriano, showing Palazzo Marescotti. ©ASB, Presidenza 
generale del censo, Catasto gregoriano, Mappe e broliardi, 196. [The map has been turned 180° 
to allow better comparison with the plan below]
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This reconstruction of the Marescotti residence before January 
1508 allows to address the intensity of the destruction with a degree of 
nuance. Viewing the scale of the property, we might question whether 
all buildings were indeed “razed to the ground” “within five days”. The 
family compound was a large building complex that would demand 
much manpower and fire to destroy it to the ground. 
As the family complex was divided among different owners, we 
might also assume that the division had an impact on the new residence. 
The layout of the domus magna seems to confirm such a hypothesis. In 
the present building, a central walkway crosses the building from the 
main entrance on Via Barberia towards the open space that connects 
individual properties in the building block. The rooms on each side 
seem to work as individual compounds within a larger whole (although 
this might also result from the central staircase which was added much 
later).  
  
The hypothesis, that the new urban residence continued upon older 
organisational mechanisms, is also confirmed by archival documents. 
These show that the papal legate first restored the Marescotti residences 
and that Ercole later integrated and transformed these in a new palazzo.
Construction of the Marescotti residence started on 25 June 1508.47 
Seven years later, Ercole Marescotti started to buy up the structures in 
possession of his nephews. In February 1515, he bought Achille’s part, 
which, according to the division made in 1507, consisted of Il Paradiso 
and a “caminum”.48 In April 1517, he acquired Galleazzo’s part, which 
according to the same division, consisted of the second half of the 
original domus magna.49 No archival documents attest to the purchase 
of Cirro and Pietro Francesco’s part. From 1515 onwards, Ercole thus 
reunited all structures under his possession, except for the Schiavanoia 
and adjacent minor structures. 
47  Ghirardacci, Della historia di Bologna. Parte terza, 389.
48  Mentioned in ASB, Aldrovandi-Marescotti, busta 795, f.20 and busta 803, ff.6 and ff.44. These 
folders do not contain the original notarial acts, but contain copies of testaments, as well as notes 
of acquisition and other contracts.
49  Mentioned in ASB, Famiglia Aldrovandi-Marescotti, busta 795, f.21 and busta 803, ff.6 and 
ff.44.
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In his testament, Ercole claims that he integrated the structures, 
bought from his nephews, in a new project. In the testament, dated 9 
June 1518, Ercole proudly announced that he bequeathed the urban 
residence (domus magna) he had built (erexisse, aedificasse, & seu 
construi et aedificari fuisse) upon the ancient house of his ancestors 
(super solo antiquo domos eius maioris), as well as the parts he had 
acquired from his nephews (partes ab alijs eius nepotibus acquisuisse) 
to his heirs.50 The complex faced a public street on the front and rear 
side (iuxta Viam pubblicam a latere anteriori & posteriori) and touched 
upon the property of Mariano Basenghi and the property of Cirro 
and Pietro Francesco. The perimeters conform to those mentioned in 
the division of property in January 1507 and those mentioned in the 
individual notarial acts of purchase from 1515 onwards. 
From 1515 onwards, Ercole Marescotti thus assembled the property 
of his father, subdivided after the latter’s death, under his possession. 
He claimed to have rebuilt the domus magna and to have bought his 
nephews’ property. It can thus be assumed that the papal legate originally 
merely intended to repair the Marescotti complex to provide the family 
with habitable living quarters. Ercole reunited his father’s property 
only later (except for Cirro and Pietro Francesco’s part). He unified the 
domus magna, which had been split in two, in 1507. The reuniting of 
the domus magna probably coincided with further reconstruction. 
The new facade must also date from this moment. De Angelis and 
Nannelli made a reconstruction of what they believed to be the original 
project for the facade of the new Palazzo Marescotti.51 The two scholars 
argued that the unfinished bays on each side and the construction logic 
of the ad triangulum system indicate that a portico of 15 bays was 
intended, not coincidentally the same amount of bays as the former 
Palazzo Bentivoglio. 52 The two scholars saw their hypothesis confirmed 
in the dimensions of the adjacent lots. These coincide with three bays 
on the right and two on the left that would be missing.
50  Copy in ASB, Aldrovandi-Marescotti, Instrumenti, busta 685, Lib.D, N. 52.
51  De Angelis and Nannelli, “L’edificio cinquecentesco,” 59-71.
52  De Angelis and Nanelli based their reconstruction on the ‘ad triangulum’ system of the maestri 
muratori in Roman Gothic time. According to this construction system, the number of arcades, and 
234 Order, Community, Citizenry and Memory
Fig. 53 Reconstruction of the 1508 project for Palazzo Marescotti by Nanelli and De 
Angelis. Taken from Carlo De Angelis and Paolo Nannelli, “L’edificio cinquecentesco: 
Individuazione dei rapporti proporzionali,” in Palazzo Marescotti Brazzetti in Bologna, ed. Anna 
Maria Matteucci, Francesca Montefusco Bignozzi e.a. (Bologna: Immobiliare Porta Castello, 
1984), 59-71.
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Fig. 54 a, b, c Facade, portico and main entrance to Palazzo dei Marescotti. Photograph. 
2016. Taken by author. 
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The facade also misses an upper floor where representational rooms 
of the family must have been foreseen. The short period in which 
Ercole bought up property (from 1515 onwards), made his testament (in 
1518), and died shortly thereafter (in 1519) suggests Ercole’s project 
ended much earlier than provided, not only preventing him to buy up 
neighbouring properties, but also to finish the facade. De Angelis and 
Nanelli also referred to Oretti who suggested that the architectural 
structure framing the main entrance to Palazzo Marescotti comes from 
Palazzo Bentivoglio. It is, however, unclear on what information Oretti 
founded his claim and no other evidence of the so-called transfer has 
been found.53
With the archival documents and De Angelis and Nannelli’s 
reconstruction in mind, we can safely assume that the project to reunite 
the original domus magna and provide it with a facade counting an 
equal number of bays as Palazzo Bentivoglio, was Ercole’s. Through the 
architecture of the ancestral residence, Ercole would firmly re-establish 
his position in the city and celebrate his victory over his enemies. The 
project only partially succeeded. A few decades later, the Bolognese 
government helped Ercole’s heirs to finish what he had started. 
The Non-Construction of Palazzo Bentivoglio: A True 
Damnatio Memoriae
In the case of Palazzo Marescotti the authorities actively supported 
the construction of the private residence. The cardinal legate submitted 
the assailants to fines and organised an invitation to tender. A few 
decades later, the government provided the family with a financial 
grant to construct and embellish the facade. Through support of the 
thus also the distance between the axis of the columns, were based on the available space on site. 
From the distance between the columns, the complete design of the facade could be constructed. 
Once the module was determined, the individual dimensions of each part (capitals, bases, 
cornices…) were defined. The design system allowed to bring all architectonical elements within 
one harmonic whole. De Angelis and Nannelli support their claim of fifteen bays by notifying that 
the end columns of the portico miss the necessary reinforcement. If one follows the logic of the ad 
triangulum construction system one arrives at a total of 15 bays. The width of the properties right 
and left correspond to three and two additional bays respectively. Ibid.  
53  Ibid.
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authorities, the residence could be built again, and the social and 
physical fabric of the city could heal. 
Palazzo Bentivoglio, on the contrary, plundered and destroyed in 
May 1507, was never rebuilt. The empty site was intentionally left and 
preserved the shame of the Bentivoglio as a continuous visible memory. 
The destruction took the form of a damnatio memoriae through the 
decision not to reconstruct. Initially, however, the pope did not intend to 
destroy Palazzo Bentivoglio. Although a legal damnatio memoriae had 
been proclaimed on the Bentivoglio in 1506, the pope did not include 
the destruction of the building in the punishment. The palazzo was first 
reused to house the new administrative structures. It was razed to the 
ground only after a series of events.
The Damnatio Memoriae
Palazzo Bentivoglio became part of the physical fabric of Bologna 
from 1460 onwards.54 Sante Bentivoglio, Giovanni’s predecessor as 
pater familias, built the urban residence upon the ancestral site of the 
Bentivoglio in via San Donato. Sante enlarged and embellished the 
original nucleus by incorporating adjacent property he had acquired the 
previous years. After Sante’s death in 1463, Giovanni took possession 
of the newly constructed palazzo and enlarged it even more. 
During Giovanni’s lifetime, the urban scale of the residence 
expanded. In 1477, Giovanni was personally involved in rebuilding the 
portico of San Giacomo, which connected the residence to the church 
of San Giacomo Maggiore, where the Bentivoglio had their family 
chapel. In 1487, Giovanni created a square in front of the residence in 
54  The first stone was laid on 12th March 1460. For the construction of Palazzo Bentivoglio, 
Antonelli and Poli, Il Palazzo dei Bentivoglio nelle fonti del tempo, 39-95; Rubii, “La domus magna 
bentivolesca: dalla leggenda alla ricostruzione filologica,” 21-27; Georgia Clarke, “Magnificence 
and the City: Giovanni II Bentivoglio and Architecture in Fifteenth Century Bologna,” Renaissance 
Studies 13 (1999): 397-411; James, “The Palazzo Bentivoglio in 1487,” 188-96; Perazzini, “Nuovi 
documenti riguardanti il distrutto palazzo Bentivoglio di strada San Donato,” 407-24; Simonetta 
Valtieri, Il palazzo del principe, il palazzo del cardinale, il palazzo del mercante (Rome: Gangemi, 
1988), 3-30; Wallace, “The Bentivoglio Palace. Lost and Reconstructed,” 97-114; Gennari, “La 
“domus jocunditatis” a Bentivoglio, con nuovi documenti,” 173-78. 
238 Order, Community, Citizenry and Memory
occasion of the wedding of his eldest son Annibale to Lucrezia d’Este.55 
Along the square, he also built additional structures, such as the stables. 
After the Malvizzi conspiracy in 1488, he constructed a large tower 
next to the residence, accessible only from a drawbridge. 
Palazzo Bentivoglio was the most representative building for 
Giovanni and his closest kin. Although it was just one out of many 
properties that the Bentivoglio possessed in and outside the city, it was 
the location where Bentivoglio members had been living for decades 
and in which the most important events of family life were celebrated.
In November 1506, Pope Julius II excommunicated the Bentivoglio, 
confiscated their possessions, and forced them to leave the city. The 
pope and his retinue made their official entry in Bologna on November 
11. During their stay, Palazzo Bentivoglio was used as one of the 
buildings to house the papal court. Cardinal Franciotto Galeotto della 
Rovere and cardinal Francesco Gonzaga took up residence there for 
several weeks. Representatives of the Roman curia were also housed in 
ecclesiastical buildings and private residences elsewhere in the city.56 
By lodging the curia spread across Bolognese territory, the pope and his 
retinue symbolically took possession of Bologna.57 
After the pope’s departure from the city, Palazzo Bentivoglio was 
used for other purposes. New institutions of the papal regime were 
lodged there. Such occupation and reuse illustrate that the destruction 
of Palazzo Bentivoglio was initially not part of the damnatio memoriae 
proclaimed on the family. In December 1506, the senators imposed a 
damnatio memoriae on the family by prohibiting the Bolognese to carry 
Bentivoglio emblems, weapons and mottoes. A papal edict renewed the 
prohibition on the 4th of December. Within ten days all signs of the 
55  Marriages formed an important impetus for renovation projects. In 1492, Giovanni also replaced 
some old wooden porticoes along the Via San Donato for the wedding of Alessandro Bentivoglio to 
Ippolita Sforza. Clarke emphasized, however, that from the late 1470s onwards, Giovanni became 
more involved with architectural projects across the city that were not necessarily of personal 
benefit to the Bentivoglio. Through his architectural interventions in the city, Giovanni presented 
himself as a virtuous citizen, contributing to the decorum of the city. Clarke, “Magnificence and 
the City,” 397-411.
56  The location where cardinals and other ambassadors resided is carefully listed by Ghirardacci. 
Ghirardacci, Della historia di Bologna. Parte terza, 356-57. 
57  See also Kempers, “Bezetting in beeld,” 177-80.
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Fig. 56 Fragment of Trionfo della fama by Lorenzo 
Costa showing Giovanni’s portrait. Trionfo della 
fama by Lorenzo Costa, 1490, fresco, Cappella 
Bentivoglio, Chiesa di S. Giacomo Maggiore, 
Bologna. Photograph. 2016. Taken by author.
Fig. 55 Giovanni Bentiovoglio’s face,  erased in a 
depiction of a buste in the upper right pendentive 
of the Cappella Bentivoglio. Photographs. 2016. 
Taken by author. 
Fig. 57 Fragment of 
the Pala Bentivoglio by 
Lorenzo Costa showing 
Giovanni’s portrait. Pala 
Bentivoglio by Lorenzo 
Costa, 1488, oil painting 
on canvas, Cappella 
Bentivoglio, Chiesa di 
S. Giacomo Maggiore, 
Bologna. Photograph. 2016. 
Taken by author.
Bentivoglio needed to be “cancelled and destroyed, whether they were 
painted upon a wall, wood, vases, cloth or any other material, and this 
to send any memory to them into oblivion.”58  The variety of materials 
illustrates the common practice of displaying personal signs on clothes, 
tableware, facades… The pope wanted to erase the memory of the 
family by erasing their coat of arms. 
In line with the removal and destruction of coat of arms, emblems, 
and mottoes, several people also attacked physical artefacts made by 
and for the Bentivoglio. Someone tried to destroy the votive statues of 
58  “cancellato et rovinato le insegne de’Bentivogli, o fossero dipinte in muro o legno o in vasi 
o in tela o in quale si voglia materia, et questo per mandare in oblivione ogni loro memoria” 
Ghirardacci, Della historia di Bologna. Parte terza, 360.
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Giovanni and Ginevra in Santa Maria di Galliera. However, when the 
assailant raised his weapon to strike the statues, the iron miraculously 
shattered in a thousand pieces.59 In the family chapel, the face of 
Giovanni Bentivoglio, painted on one of the pendentives, was erased.60 
Giovanni’s nose, mouth and eyes were drawn on the wiped-out surface. 
His features are still recognizable as they can be compared with his 
portraits in the paintings and frescoes by Lorenzo Costa in the lower 
register of the chapel. 
Although coats of arms, statues, and paintings were targeted, the 
buildings of the Bentivoglio initially remained unaffected – either from 
destruction through legal means, or destruction through individual 
violence. As we have seen, however, destruction through legal means 
was at the pope’s disposal. In the second half of the fifteenth century, 
Sixtus IV destroyed several roman residences to punish private vendette 
fought in the streets of Rome.61 The papal bull of 1466 proclaimed that 
those fighting vendette were charged with laesa majestatis, and as a 
consequence, the houses of the main offenders would be demolished 
and razed to the ground to the convict’s perpetual infamy. As the nephew 
of pope Sixtus IV, Julius II would have understood the symbolical and 
powerful significance of such destructive punishments. He, however, 
chose not to destroy Palazzo Bentivoglio. 
The Destruction of Palazzo Bentivoglio and the Language of War
The palazzo was finally destroyed in May 1507. At that time, 
pope Julius II had already returned to Rome. A papal legate and new 
ecclesiastical institutions governed the city. The political situation 
was nevertheless far from stable. Annibale II and Ermes, Giovanni’s 
two eldest sons, were present in close vicinity to the city and gathered 
troops to reclaim Bologna. Giovanni Bentivoglio himself resided with 
his third son in Milan under the protection of the French king. The 
59  Ibid., 366. See also Kempers, “Bezetting in beeld,” 188.
60  It is difficult to assess when the violation took place. Yet, it seems not improbably that it 
occured during the damnatio memoriae, proclaimed at this time. 
61  See previous chapter. 
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protection led to increasing diplomatic tensions between the crown and 
the pope. 
When the king heard of the Bentivoglio sons’ direct attacks on 
Bologna at the beginning of May 1507, he decided to abandon his 
goodwill towards the family and abolish the protection.62 The king 
ordered to imprison Giovanni and his son in Milan, and to question 
Giovanni on his knowledge and cooperation in the attacks. Giovanni 
would have pleaded innocent and have passed all responsibility onto 
his wife. Wherever responsibility lay, the French king sent a letter to 
the Bolognese to inform them that he could not accept the audacious 
coup and that he had Giovanni imprisoned. Annibale and Ermes, with 
their father imprisoned, fled away from the outskirts of Bologna. The 
imprisonment of Giovanni and subsequent departure of the Bentivoglio 
sons led to great joy in the city. It is at the announcement of this news 
that the destruction of Palazzo Bentivoglio initiated. 
Upon hearing the news of Giovanni’s imprisonment and the flight 
of the Bentivoglio sons, Camillo Gozzadini and Ercole Marescotti took 
up arms and marched “with weapon and fire,” “carrying their coat of 
arms on a standard,” and accompanied “by 200 men” towards Palazzo 
Bentivoglio.63 The details recalled by the chroniclers are important. 
As we have seen, unrolling banners and carrying swords and fire were 
codified actions that officially communicated a declaration of war to 
an opponent.64 By applying these actions, the assailants established a 
new temporal realm, that of the war. Within this temporal realm, no 
individual could be accused of using violence and taking spoils. On the 
contrary, spoils taken during the siege could be considered as personal 
property from that moment onwards. 
In case of Palazzo Bentivoglio, the declaration of war concerned 
a public, not a private war. According to Cherubino Ghirardacci, the 
62  Some of the diplomatic correspondence has been published in Gozzadini, “Di alcuni 
avvenimenti in Bologna e nell’Emilia,” 144-48.
63  Gigli, Cronica, 1494-1513, 130; Alberti, Historie di Bologna, 1479-1543, 509; Tuata, Istoria di 
Bologna: origini - 1521, 509; Ghirardacci, Della historia di Bologna. Parte terza, 370.
64  Maurice Hugh Keen, The Laws of War in the Late Middle Ages (London: Routledge and Kegan 
Paul, 1965), 106-09. 
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Fig. 58 Reconstruction of Palazzo Bentivoglio. Modena, Biblioteca Estense, 
manoscritto siglato a.J.8.1. Cherubino Ghirardacci, Historia di Bologna, parte III 
(1393-1509), sec. XVIII, Pianta del palazzo di Giovanni II, c. 443r. Taken from 
Armando Antonelli and Marco Poli, Il Palazzo dei Bentivoglio nelle fonti del tempo 
(Venice: Marsilio, 2006), plate 15.
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papal legate had given his consent.65 In other words, the declaration 
of war was made on authority of the pope. In the temporal realm that 
followed upon the declaration, the destruction of Palazzo Bentivoglio 
and the taking of spoils became a legitimate and lawful act. 
Marescotti’s and Gozzadini’s declaration of war remained an 
exceptional case as their opponents were not present at time of the 
attack. Basically, they declared war upon the private residence, the 
stones that were left as a lasting testimony to the family. This makes the 
destruction of Palazzo Bentivoglio an exceptional case. Contemporaries 
strongly condemned the attack on the residence while the inhabitants 
were absent. They considered such an attack to be cowardly. Even 
Giovanni Bentivoglio’s enemies, the Malvizzi, would have tried to stop 
the destruction. Cherubino Ghirardacci recalled the event and put the 
following words in Malvizzi’s mouth: 
I therefore beg you, not to do such grand evil, and remember, 
Ercole, that it is not the act of a courageous man to vengeance 
received injuries with stones, on the contrary [the courageous 
man takes revenge] with arms in one’s hand in front of the 
enemy. You, o Ercole, have never made such a superb building, 
and for this you should not spoil it, because this palace is the 
ornament to our city. Recall, I beg you, how the Bentivoglio 
have never done a similar thing against us, even more, when we 
were repatriated we have found our houses and our possessions 
improved and made more beautiful than they were before.66
Malvizzi not only considered the destruction cowardly. He also 
lamented the loss of the palazzo. The building was the ornament to 
65  Ghirardacci, Della historia di Bologna. Parte terza, 370.
66  “Deh ti priego, non far così gran male, et ricordati, Ercole, che non è cosa da huomo corraggioso 
il vendicarsi delle ingiurie ricevute con le pietre, ma con l’arme in mano a faccia del nemico. Tu, 
o Ercole, giammai non facesti sì superbo edificio, nè per ciò il dovresti guastare, poichè questo 
palazzo è l’ornamento della nostra città: rammentati, ti prego, che li Bentivogli contro di noi non 
fecero mai cosa simile, anzi quando siamo ripatriati habbiamo ritrovato le case nostre et le nostre 
possessioni migliorate e fatte più belle che prima non erano.” Ibid., 370-71. Free translation by 
author.
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the city. It was a superb private residence such as no citizen had ever 
made before. Ghirardacci wrote these words during the 1570s, but 
recalled a feeling shared by Malvizzi’s contemporaries. In a letter by 
Giovanni Sabadino degli Ariento to Isabelle d’Este, dated 6 June 1507, 
the author complained that such “an admirable building (mirando 
edificio) is going into ruins until its foundations. In the minds of the 
people, this is disliked thoroughly, as it was an ornament to this city 
(uno ornamento di questa cità).”67 Giacomo Gigli equally claimed that 
its destruction disliked everyone, even the Malvizzi, life-long enemies 
of the Bentivoglio, as the “building is considered an honour and glory 
to our fatherland (honore e gloria dela patria nostra), and not only to 
our fatherland, but also to the whole of Italy (because of its brickwork). 
No-one disagrees that never has any citizen made a similar building.”68 
Gigli followed his words with a description of the residence, as if to 
maintain memory to it in written form. Della Tuata equally believed 
the building to be “a great honour to this city (terra)” claiming all 
foreigners came to Bologna to see it.69 
The identification of the civitas with its urban residences, the honour 
Palazzo Bentivoglio brought to the city, and maybe even a personal 
recognition of the building’s architecture might have contributed to 
pope Julius II’s initial reluctance to destroy the palazzo. When the pope 
first took possession of Bologna, he confiscated the private residence 
and put it to public use. He did not order the destruction. Pope Julius II 
went to great efforts to obliterate the memory of the family. He issued 
several decrees to destroy the family’s coats of arms. He made several 
processions in the city, and travelled to Bentivoglio sites in order to 
symbolically occupy the spaces.70 Yet, Palazzo Bentivoglio was not 
67  “tanto mirando edificio vadi in ruina sino a’fondamenti ne le mente de li homini dispiace cum 
sit era uno ornamento de questa cità” Cited from Carolyn James, The Letters of Giovanni Sabadino 
degli Arienti (1481-1510), (Florence: Olschki, 2002), 252. Free translation by author.
68  “despiaque a tutto il populo e ali Malvizzi, considerando tanto hedificio essere honore e gloria 
dela patria nostra, et non solo dela patria ma etiandio de tutta la Italia (per lavoro de pietre cotte) 
per non essere contradictione alchuna a dire che mai da alchuno citadino simile edificio facto 
fosse.” Gigli, Cronica, 1494-1513, 130-31. Free translation by author.
69  “era grande honore a questa tera [sic]” Tuata, Istoria di Bologna: origini - 1521, 509-10. 
Translation by author.
70  See also Kempers, “Bezetting in beeld”.
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destroyed. Destruction only came several months later when the threat 
of a Bentivoglio return seemed to have finally ceased. 
How Only the Palazzo Became Part of the Damnatio Memoriae
By unrolling banners, using weapons and fire, and marching with 
200 men, Ercole Marescotti and Camillo Gozzadini declared war upon 
Palazzo Bentivoglio. Many people joined them in razing the building. 
They took away materials such as wood and iron. These, they could 
resell or recast. Several historians argue however that one should not 
seek economic motivations behind the destruction. Sergio Bertelli, for 
example, suggested to see the destruction of Palazzo Bentivoglio in 
relation to rituals of violence that accompanied the death of a sovereign 
ruler.71 In pre-modern Europe, the death body of the sovereign ruler, as 
well as his goods, were subject to a number of rituals, which included 
the plundering of his private quarters. In the violent attacks, so Bertelli 
argued, the people underwent a kind of cathartic experience. It was a 
moment of transition in time accompanied by a physical cleansing.   
The analogy between such rituals and the attack on Palazzo 
Bentivoglio gives good reason to see the plundering as part of a 
transitional process for the Bolognese people. The plundering took place 
only after Giovanni was imprisoned, the Bentivoglio sons had fled, and 
the new regime obtained a permanent character. Until that moment, the 
threat of a return of Bentivoglio rule had been real. With the threat 
gone, the people could undergo the cathartic process of entering a new 
era. Giovanni was not dead yet, but he was dead symbolically. As in 
the rituals studied by Bertelli, the people plundered the ruler’s private 
quarters (i.e. the palazzo). These private quarters were the place most 
closely associated with his physical body. 
Nevertheless, there are also odd elements and remarkable 
differences between the rituals Bertelli studied and the attack on 
Palazzo Bentivoglio. The application of banners, fire, and sword clearly 
associated the plundering and destruction to the act of war. The outright 
71  Sergio Bertelli, Il corpo del re: sacralità del potere nell’Europa medievale e moderna 
(Florence: Ponte alle Grazie, 1990), 36-54.
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destruction of the building also related to the legal punishment for laesa 
majestatis. In the plundering and destruction of Palazzo Bentivoglio 
many different rationales came together. When compared to rituals of 
transition, the attack on Palazzo Bentivoglio acquires meaning as a 
cathartic experience. When compared to the plundering and destruction 
of urban residences within a juridical-historical perspective, the attack 
acquires meaning as a declaration of war, an act of justice and an appeal 
to order.  
What few authors have noted, is that only the residence, standing 
on ancestral grounds and the core of a larger complex, was destroyed. 
Giovanni Bentivoglio had increased the urban scale of his residence. 
He had created a square in front of the building and had organised other 
structures, such as the stables, around its perimeter. A porticoed corridor 
connected the square with the entrance to San Giacomo Maggiore, 
which housed the family chapel. All these architectural structures were 
left untouched. Only the ancestral residence, the place where the family 
physically occupied its spaces, where infants were born and marriages 
were celebrated, was razed to the ground. The destruction made the 
connotation of the ancestral residence as an embodiment of the family 
tangible and explicit. The protective structure needed to be destroyed 
to the ground in order to physically exclude the family, once and for 
all, from the civitas. When the authorities finally decided to leave the 
site of Palazzo Bentivoglio empty, they integrated the destruction of the 
building into the damnatio memoriae. The empty site became a visual 
reminder of the family’s perpetual shame and infamy.
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Fig. 59 Fragment of Carracci’s map, showing the “guasto del Bentivoglio”. The empty 
site, indicated C, is referred to with this name in the legend to this map. Agostino Carracci, 
Gabriele Paleotti, Bononia docet mater studiorum (Bologna: Giovanni Rossi, 1581). 
Engraving, 57,7cm x 82,5cm. ©Bibliteca digitale dell’archiginnasio. CABo, GDS, Raccolta 
piante e vedute della città di Bologna, Cartella 1, n. 4.
Fig. 60 The stables of Palazzo Bentivoglio, across the site of the former palace. 
Photograph. 2016. Taken by author.
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Fig. 61 a, b, c Spolia from Palazzo 
Bentivoglio, integrated in the 
portico of Casa Bellei. Giovanni’s 
face, as well as his coat of arms have 
been erased, yet left recognisable. 
Casa Bellei, via Galliera 6. 
Photograph. 2016. Taken by author.
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Fig. 62 a, b Portico, stretching from the square in front of Palazzo Bentivoglio towards the 
entrance of Chiesa di San Giacomo Maggiore. Photograph. 2016. Taken by author.
Fig. 63 a, b Il Giardino del Guasto in Bologna. 
Photograph. 2016. Taken by author.
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6. adMIratIon, honour and enVy:
Seeing Beauty in Alberti’s De re aedificatoria (written 
1440s-1472, published 1486).
Alberti’s De re aedificatoria tries to present an all-encompassing 
theory of architecture. The treatise testifies of the author’s on-going 
reflections on the profession of the architect, the architectural design 
and construction process, the topic of beauty in architecture, among 
other subjects.1 Although the treatise presents itself as a complete, well-
structured and coherent book, the result is less so and challenges the 
contemporary historian.2 Alberti also addressed architectural topics in 
his other literary works, whose relation to De re aedificatoria, both in 
form and content, is often unclear.3 
1  Any list of studies on Alberti’s treatise is incomplete. References have been included in this 
chapter as they pertain to the subject.   
2  Grafton suggests that a focus on how, where and when the treatise took shape may help to 
clarify Alberti’s intentions and achievements. He draws attention to the extended period in which 
Alberti wrote (from the 1440s to his death), as well as the influences from the various intellectual 
milieus he frequented (among which Padova, Bologna, Florence, Ferrara, Rome, Rimini and 
Mantua). Alberti also wrote for an extended audience (from clerics, humanists to patrons) and 
drew upon a wide expertise (as an architect, consulting engineer, antiquarian and archeologist). 
Grafton concluded that “On the Art of Building is not one book but a whole series of them - some 
of them so much in tension with the rest that the strain is almost palpable.” Anthony Grafton, Leon 
Battista Alberti: Master builder of the Italian Renaissance (Bath: Allen Lane, the Penguin Press, 
2000), 266-86.
3  On the relation between these texts and Alberti’s treatise, Alberto Giorgio Cassani, ““La cité est 
une très grande maison et la maison une petite cité”. Intersections entre le De familia et le De re 
aedificatoria,” in Les Livres de la famille d’Alberti, ed. Michel Paoli (Paris: Classiques Garnier, 
2013), 325-51; Pierre Caye, “Alberti “Bourgeouis?” Otium et Negotium dans le De familia et dans 
le De re aedificatoria,” Albertiana  (2010): 131-47; Christine Smith and Joseph F. O’Connor, 
Building the Kingdom: Giannozzo Manetti on the Material and Spiritual Edifice, Medieval and 
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The present chapter studies Alberti’s architectural treatise as a 
system of thought in which the author tries to come to terms with a 
number of questions.4 The question on which I focus is how to design 
an urban residence for a prominent family. The discussion of the urban 
residence is inherently linked to the treatise’s structure, which is defined 
by Alberti’s definition of a building and how architectural design is 
formed. Alberti’s discussion of how to design an urban residence falls in 
two parts. He first addresses how to design the residence’s architectural 
form in relation to the purpose it needs to serve. Secondly, he explains 
how the residence should be given visual form. 
Design Principles for the Urban Residence in Alberti’s Treatise
The structure of the De re aedificatoria is guided by Alberti’s 
definition of a building and how its design is formed.5 Alberti explained 
this structure in the prologue.6 Here, he defined the building as a certain 
body (corpus), which consists of lineaments (lineamenta) and matter 
(materia). Lineaments are the lines, dimensions, angles, among others, 
that make the shape of the building.7 They are the product of intelligence 
Renaissance Texts and Studies (Tempe AZ: Arizona Center for Medieval and Renaissance Studies 
in collaboration with Brepols, 2006), 225-54. 
4  The edition used here is the Latin-Italian edition of 1966. This edition is based on a comparison 
between the editio princeps, printed in Florence in 1486 (or 1485 according to the Tuscan 
calendar), and four known manuscripts, all dated to the fifteenth century (Vat.Urb.lat. 264, Eton 
College ms. 128, Vat.Otto.lat. 1424, Laurenziano Plut. 89, sup. 113). Leon Battista Alberti, De re 
aedificatoria [De architettura], ed. G. Orlando and Paolo Portoghesi, trans. G. Orlando and Paolo 
Portoghesi, 2 vols. (Milan: Il Polifilo, 1966). I also consulted the editio princeps of 1486 in the 
Biblioteca Casanatense in Rome.
5  Veronica Biermann, “L’introduzione al VI libro “De re aedificatoria” e le “virtutes dicendi” 
retoriche,” Ingenium 9, no. 2 (2007): 604-17; Caroline Van Eck, “The Structure of “De re 
aedificatoria” Reconsidered,” Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians 57, no. 3 (1998): 
280-97; Veronica Biermann, Ornamentum: Studien zum Traktat “De re aedificatoria” des Leon 
Battista Alberti (Hildesheim: Olms, 1997).
6 Alberti, De re aedificatoria, I, 15-17 (prologue). See also Van Eck, “The Structure of “De re 
aedificatoria” Reconsidered,” 280-97.
7  This concept has received many interpretations. Most scholars nowadays seem to agree that 
lineaments refers to the visual-spatial properties of objects, to something that can be described 
purely by lines and angels. On lineaments, and an overview of the different interpretations given 
to the term, Branko Mitrovic, Serene Greed of the Eye: Leon Battista Alberti and the Philosophical 
Foundations of Renaissance Architectural Theory (München: Deutscher Kunstverlag, 2005), 39-
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(ingenio) and concern the use of mind and reasoning (mentem 
cogitationemque). Matter relates to physical materials; the stones, 
bricks, wood, iron, and lime. It is the product of nature (natura) and 
concerns preparation and selection (parationem selectionemque). The 
skilled hand of the craftsman (periti artificis manus) is needed to give 
form to the material according to the lineaments. Alberti’s definition of 
a building gives rise to the first three books: On lineaments, On matter 
and On construction. 
Alberti continued by dividing his topic in different parts. He explained 
that buildings differ according to their use or purpose (usus).8 He first 
distinguished the different kinds of buildings according to their use or 
purpose, based on the people they needed to serve. He then considered 
how the lineaments should be formed (lineamentorum finitio) so these 
buildings would fulfil their purpose. This results in books four and five: 
On buildings for everyone, and On buildings for individuals. 
Next, so Alberti continued in the prologue, he considered the causes 
and effects of beauty. Alberti realized that the connection and mutual 
relation of lines (cohesionem modumque linearum inter se) gives rise to 
beauty (pulchritudinis effectio emanarit). Alberti began to study beauty, 
what kind it should be and what is appropriate in each case. Alberti’s 
reflections on beauty and its applications results in books six to nine: On 
ornament, On ornament for sacred buildings, On ornament for public 
profane buildings and On ornament for private buildings. Finally, as 
faults can occur, Alberti investigated how to amend and restore them. 
Alberti discussed the topic in the tenth and final book: On restauration 
of buildings. 
Although the prologue presents the structure of the treatise in a 
comprehensive way, the follow-up in the individual books is less 
consistent and coherent than one might expect. The overall analytical 
scheme is that of definition, division, and consideration of causes and 
effects. Within individual chapters, however, other classification systems 
are used as well.9 In book seven, the discussion of ornament for sacred 
47. 
8  Alberti, De re aedificatoria, I, 15-17 (prologue).
9  Van Eck, “The Structure of “De re aedificatoria” Reconsidered,” 281-86.
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Fig. 64 Structure of Leon Battista Alberti’s De re 
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buildings follows Alberti’s six-fold division of the parts of a building 
(regio, area, partitio, paries, tectum and apertio).10 The treatment of 
ornament for public profane buildings in book eight, on the other hand, 
follows the path of the traveller who visits a city.11 Book nine starts with 
a general introduction on the ornament of private residences. The section 
that follows the introduction, however, is devoted to the design of the 
hortus suburbanus, a building that did not feature among the building 
types individuated in books four and five and is only introduced now.12 
Alberti divides buildings in different types in book four. He takes the 
use of buildings as his leading criteria.13 Alberti’s idea of “use” is best 
understood as “purposefulness”.14 According to Alberti, buildings are 
made to serve men. As there is a great variety of people that need to be 
served, there is also a great variety of buildings (pro hominum varietate 
in primis fieri, ut habeamus opera varia et multiplicia).15 
In order to come to a classification of men that buildings need 
to serve, Alberti studies ancient divisions of society. Following the 
ancients’ example, he takes the political organisation of the community 
as a starting point. He differentiates people between those attributed 
with the care of government (such as political officials, priests, judges, 
among others) and those that are not (which he names the common 
people). Those attributed with the care of government he considers the 
most dignified. 
As society can be divided between the most dignified and the common 
people, so Alberti argues, there are three categories of buildings; Some 
buildings are made to serve the foremost citizens, some the common 
people, and some to serve both. Within these broader categories, Alberti 
further differentiates building types that serve certain people or needs.
10  Alberti, De re aedificatoria, II, 528-663 (VII.1-17).
11  Ibid., II, 664-777 (VIII.1-10).
12  Ibid., II, 778-811 (IX.1-4).
13  Ibid., I, 265-73 (IV.1).
14  Van Eck equally warns not to confuse Alberti’s ideas on “fit-for-purpose” with modern notions 
of “function”. Van Eck, “The Structure of “De re aedificatoria” Reconsidered,” 281.  
15  Alberti, De re aedificatoria, I, 265 (IV.1).
256 Admiration, Honour and Envy
The urban residence is one of the buildings that serves the foremost 
citizens.16 The design of the building’s lineaments is discussed in books 
five and nine. Book five addresses how the lineaments should be formed 
so that the residence can fulfil its purpose. Book nine explains how 
the lineaments should be modelled to give the residence an appropriate 
visual form. 
The Purposive Character of the Urban Residence: 
Safety and Protection
In book five, Alberti addresses the lineaments of the urban 
residence, in relation to the purpose it needs to fulfil. Alberti’s idea of 
purposefulness points directly to the concerns at stake in designing and 
constructing the urban residence. One of Alberti’s major concerns for 
the residence is safety.
Alberti’s discussion of the design of lineaments, in relation to the 
purpose the residence needs to fulfill, falls in three parts. The division is 
related to the three systems of government he individuates.17 Supreme 
power and judgment, so Alberti considers, can be entrusted to several 
individuals, or just one. When one person has the best interest in mind 
for all, he is called a prince. When he is only concerned about remaining 
in power, without taking the wishes of his subjects into account, he is 
called a tyrant. The residence of the prince, the tyrant and the private 
citizen involved in governing each require their appropriate design. 
The urban residence of the prince, tyrant and private citizen have 
a number of characteristics in common. When Alberti addresses these 
in book five, about half of the discussion concerns safety measures.18 
The residence should only have one entrance, so that no-one can enter 
16  Alberti’s building types are theoretical constructs. They cannot be identified one-to-one with 
actual buildings. Nevertheless, Alberti’s classification of men coincides well with the profile of the 
individuals we have been studying so far. The members of prominent families were involved, as 
private citizens, in the care of government. The residence for distinguished citizens involved in the 
care of government, as individuated in Alberti’s treatise, can be read as a theoretical construct of 
the urban residence of prominent families in Renaissance Italy. 
17  Alberti, De re aedificatoria, I, 333 (V.1).
18  Ibid., I, 339-41 (V.2).
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Fig. 65 Leon Battista Alberti’s De re aedificatoria, printed in 1486, opened on the first 
page. Leonis Battistae Alberti, De re aedificatoria (Florentiae: per magistri Nicolai Laurentii 
Alamanni, 4 Ianuarias 1485). ©Biblioteca Casanatense.
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or leave the property without full knowledge of the porter. Doors and 
windows should be inaccessible to thieves and guard off glances of the 
neighbours. The latter could be on guard to hear everything what is said 
and see everything that is done inside. Apart from an additional service 
entrance, it would be wise to provide a secret door from which the 
pater familias can receive letters and messages, and from where he can 
leave the house in case the situation asks for it. But most importantly, 
so Alberti stresses, one should provide secrete hiding places, concealed 
recesses, and hidden escape routes, only known to the head of the family. 
Here, the head of the family might keep his silverware and clothing in 
difficult times; If necessary, he could even hide himself in these places. 
The urban residence of the prince, tyrant and private citizen 
differ, however, in the intensity of the required protection. As the 
tyrant governs in his own interest, he needs to protect himself against 
foreign enemies and his own subjects. The tyrant’s residence requires 
more protection than that of the prince, who does not need to fear his 
subjects, as the prince governs in the interest of all.19 When a city-state 
is governed by private citizens in a shared system of government, the 
private citizen should model his family residence onto the political 
model he set for himself. Does he intend to govern as a tyrant, prince 
or private citizen? If he intends to govern as a private citizen, he should 
provide the protection necessary for that type of person. If he intends 
to govern as a prince or tyrant, he should do the same.20 In other words, 
the design of the residence, according to its use or purposefulness, 
is directly connected to the moral character of the one who governs. 
Political ambitions have a direct impact on the residence’s built form. 
Yet, whatever the character of the ruler - as private citizen, prince 
or tyrant - basic safety measures against unwanted intruders and for the 
protection of body and goods are central to all. In the purpose of the 
urban residence, Alberti recognized the absolute need for safety and 
protection. Through the design of the lineaments, the residence should 
be able to provide its inhabitants with that security. 
19  Ibid., I, 333 (V.1). 
20  Ibid., I, 357 (V.6).
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The Ornament of the Urban Residence: Honour versus Envy
Alberti returns to the design of the urban residence in book nine.21 
Here, he explains how the lineaments should be modelled in order 
to give the residence its appropriate visual form. Before addressing 
the topic, however, Alberti inserts an introduction that interrupts the 
narrative. Alberti uses the introduction to develop a fundamental and 
seemingly unsolvable contradiction he recognizes in giving visual form 
to the urban residence; To honour the city, family and himself, the patron 
needs to build a residence that stands out; but to avoid social dissent 
and envy, the residence cannot differ too much from others. How to 
design a residence that stands out visually but does not differ too much 
from others at the same time? In book nine, Alberti promises to resolve 
the problem. The next section explores Alberti’s introduction in detail 
in order to illustrate how he first identifies the seemingly unsolvable 
contradiction in giving visual form to the urban residence, and then how 
he arrives at a solution. 
Alberti constructs the fundamental contradiction in giving visual 
form to the urban residence by turning to the ancients.22 Our most prudent 
and modest ancestors, so Alberti notices, preferred to combine frugality 
and parsimony in building (frugalitatem atque parsimoniam). Such 
frugality and parsimony, he argues, had a civic function: It prevented 
envy, dissent and quarrels among fellow citizens. Evidence from ancient 
authors supports Alberti’s conviction. In private building, he explains, 
the Athenians made everything with moderation (moderatione), so 
that the houses of the most eminent men would not differ (different) 
21  This book “On the ornament of private buildings” relates to the previous three books. In book 
six, Alberti moved beauty and ornament to the centre of the discussion. In books seven to nine, 
he applied his general aesthetic theory onto the types of buildings he individuated in books four 
and five. Book nine starts with an introduction, in which Alberti gives recommendations for the 
ornament of private residences in general terms. He continues with a description of the hortus 
suburbanus. At a certain point, Alberti seems to move from a restricted discussion of the hortus 
suburbanus to private residences in general. Alberti uses the private residence in a general term. It 
is not always clear whether he is discussing the villa, the urban residence or the hortus suburbanus. 
When he deemed it necessary, Alberti did clarify how general principles should be adapted to the 
location of the house. 
22  Alberti, De re aedificatoria, II, 778-87 (IX.1).
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too much from those of mediocre citizens. Demosthenes believed 
the Athenians did so, that glory would overcome envy (ut invidiam 
gloria superarent).23 When Valerius owned a house on the Esquiline 
in Rome, he destroyed it in order to avoid envy (invidiae vitandae 
causa).24 In the time of Caesar, the Germans took care (cavebatur) not 
to build anything too carefully (accuratius) so that no reason for dissent 
(dissensionis causa) would arise among citizens, due to the longing for 
the possessions of others (cupiditate rei alienae).25 
In ancient times, such frugality and parsimony did not come 
forth naturally. According to Alberti, the civic authorities controlled 
extravagance among the citizens through laws and decrees. Alberti 
gives several examples, among which Plato, who recalled that certain 
decrees imposed to have the most splendid pictures (picturas) in the 
temple, and not in private residences, and to make statues (simulachra) 
from wood or stone, since materials, such as bronze and iron, needed to 
be preserved for instruments of war.26 In Sparta, laws forbade to build 
a roof except with an axe, or to make a door with anything but a saw.27 
The city needed to control extravagance, because private citizens 
have motivations of their own when they build. Private citizens, 
Alberti explains, adorn their houses to honour the fatherland and the 
city (patriae familiaeque condecorandae) and for the sake of elegance 
(lautitiae gratia).28 The patron hopes to leave behind a reputation for 
wisdom and power to future generations (famam cum sapientiae tum 
etiam potentiae posteritati). Tuchydides serves as an authoritative 
source. The ancient author recognized that we build great works 
in order to be perceived as being great by those who follow (magna 
struimus, ut posteris magna fuisse videamur).29 As a good citizen and 
pater familias, the patron needs to build something that stands out, 
23  Ibid., II, 779 (IX.1).
24  Ibid.
25  Ibid., 781 (IX.1).
26  Ibid., 779 (IX.1).
27  Ibid., 779-81 (IX.1).
28  Ibid., 783 (IX.1).
29  Ibid., 781-83 (IX.1).
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leaves an impression, and honours himself, his family and the city. This 
is not only a personal desire. According to Alberti, it is also the duty of 
a good man (boni viri officium).30 
Hence, Alberti arrives at the seemingly unsolvable contradiction in 
giving visual form to the urban residence; In light of civic peace, it 
would be best that the residence does not differ too much from those of 
fellow citizens. This will prevent luxury and avoid envy; In light of the 
honour for the city, family and individual, the residence would better 
stand out. 
In the design recommendations that follow, Alberti tries to resolve 
the contradiction. He does so by advising the patron to differentiate 
the investment in ornament across the residence. The most public parts 
and those where visitors are greeted, such as the facade and vestibule, 
should be the most decent (decentissima). The less public parts can be 
more modest. Alberti warns his readers that such an approach mightstill 
lead to exceeding the mean (modum excesserint) and he condemns this. 
Yet, he also regards it more reproachable to build so large that one can 
no longer adorn the house, than to slightly overspend on ornament.31 
Alberti’s solution to the unsolvable contradiction seems at first sight 
rather contradictory in itself. The reason why frugality and parsimony 
are preferred is to avoid envy among citizens. Envy is evoked by what 
is seen. The most public parts of the building are those that are the first 
to catch the eye of the beholder. If any parts of the building would be 
dangerous to cause envy, it would be those. 
However, Alberti’s solution is less contradictory when framed 
within his overall aesthetic theory. His aesthetic theory focuses on 
how buildings might inspire admiration, and not envy, through their 
visual form. The connection between seeing the urban residence and 
the admiration it inspires, when designed and built well, is hinted at in 
the conclusion of the introduction to book nine. Here, Alberti writes:
30  Ibid., 783 (IX.1).
31  Ibid.
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But so I define: Those who want to correctly understand the 
true and certain ornament of buildings, will understand that it 
is not provided by and does not consist of the expenditure of 
wealth, but of the highest wealth of ingenuity. I believe that no-
one, who is knowing, would want to differ too much from others 
(egregie differre ab aliis) in preparing his residence; he would 
be careful not to attract envy (invidiae) through sumptuousness 
and ostentation (sumptu et ostentatione). Those who are well 
consulted would want, on the other hand, not to be overcome by 
anyone else in diligence of workmanship, and praise for counsel 
and judgement. If so, the whole partition and convenience of 
lineaments will be admirably approved (omnis partitio et 
lineamentorum conventio mirifice comprobetur), which is the 
principle and primary essence of ornament.32 
 
In the conclusion, Alberti puts forth that “the partition and 
convenience of lineaments” - when given form based on good counsel 
and judgement, and properly executed by the craftsman - is the first 
principle of ornament and is that which will be “admired” in the 
building. Why admiration arises when seeing the residence, as well as 
how it depends on the perception of lineaments results from Alberti’s 
aesthetic theory. I now turn to this overall aesthetic theory as well as 
how it applies to building in general. Afterwards, I return to the private 
residence and study the implications of the aesthetic theory for the 
design of the residence’s visual form. 
32  Sed sic statuo: verum certumque aedificiorum ornamentum qui recte volet advertere, intelliget 
profecto non opum impendio sed vel maxime ingenii ope comparari atque consistere. Credo, ne 
volet quidem, qui sapiat, in suis privatis aedibus parandis egregie differre ab aliis; cavebitque, 
nequid sumptu et ostentatione contrahat invidiae. At volet contra, qui bene consultus sit, in 
artificis diligentia et consilii iudiciique laudibus a nemine uspiam superari; ex quo omnis partitio 
et lineamentorum conventio mirifice comprobetur, quod ipsum ornandi genus praecipuum 
primariumque est. Ibid. Free translation by author. The English translation of De re aedificatoria 
by Rykwert, Leach and Tavernor has been used as a point of reference. In order to stay closer to the 
original wording, especially in terms of the vocabulary on admiration and wonder, I have provided 
my own translations. On the Art of Building in Ten Books, trans. Joseph Rykwert, Neil Leach, and 
Robert Tavernor (Cambridge, Mass and London: The MIT Press, 1988).  
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Alberti’s Aesthetic Theory: Beauty, Nature and Buildings
In Alberti’s aesthetic design theory, admiration takes up a central 
place. Inspiring admiration in the beholder is one of the main tasks of 
architect and patron. How buildings come to inspire that admiration 
is even presented as the driving force behind the development of 
architecture as an art. 
In his treatise, Alberti puts forth that buildings can inspire admiration 
when they take Nature as their example. As God’s creation, Nature 
inspires admiration and contemplation when being looked upon. She 
naturally has this effect on people, as people recognize a divinely 
inspired Beauty in Nature, that equals to the True and the Good. Alberti 
was very much concerned with how the effect of inspiring admiration 
and contemplation could be reproduced in building, as well as how the 
visual contemplation of a building could come to resemble the visual 
contemplation of Nature. In formulating design principles for buildings, 
Alberti put Nature to the fore as architecture’s absolute model.
Concinnitas as the Origin of Admiration
Alberti’s aesthetic theory, as well as how it applies to building, is 
developed throughout the treatise. In book six, Alberti advances the 
design and construction of beautiful and ornate buildings as the central 
task of architect and patron.33 Beauty is of utmost importance, Alberti 
secures, for it is beauty that most inspires our admiration. “Certainly”, 
he writes, “upon watching the heavens and the marvellous works of the 
gods, we have more admiration [for the gods] on account of the beauty 
we see than for that which we recognize is useful”.34 
Alberti defined beauty as an inherent quality, which, when 
complemented by ornament, gives rise to dignity and grace of form 
33  On the importance of book six within the overall structure, Biermann, “L’introduzione al VI 
libro “De re aedificatoria” e le “virtutes dicendi” retoriche,” 604-17; Van Eck, “The Structure of 
“De re aedificatoria” Reconsidered,” 280-97.
34 “Deos certe spectato caelo et mirificis eorum operibus miramur magis, quod pulchra illa 
quidem videmus, quam quod esse utillima sentiamus” Alberti, De re aedificatoria, II, 445 (VI.2). 
Translation by author.
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(formae).35 With the word “form”, Alberti specifically referred to the 
shape of the building as defined by its lineaments. In order to have 
“dignity and grace of form”, these shape-defining elements should be 
modelled following concinnitas.36 
Concinnitas is first addressed in book nine. Here, Alberti elaborated 
on the philosophical foundation of his aesthetic theory and advanced 
the concept of concinnitas as the central principle on which beauty 
depends.37 The term is difficult to translate, and most commentators 
leave it in the Latin original.38 Alberti took the word from Cicero’s 
technical writings on rhetoric, but largely transformed its content and 
meaning.39 In his architectural treatise, concinnitas referred to the 
ontology of Nature;40 “Concinnitas is the absolute and primary law of 
nature (ratio naturae).”41 
35 Alberti’s definitions of beauty (pulchritudo) and ornament (ornamentum), as well as their 
relation to form (forma) are explained in book six, chapter two, and further expanded upon in 
book nine, chapter five. Ibid., II, 447-49 (VI.2); II, 813-17 (IX.5). For further explanation on 
pulchritudo and ornamentum, Glossary in On the Art of Building, 420-23. For Alberti’s use of 
forma, Mitrovic, Serene Greed of the Eye, 29-62.
36  Alberti, De re aedificatoria, II, 813-17 (IX.5).
37  Ibid., II, 811-25 (IX.5).
38  Portoghesi and Orlando, as well as Rykwert, Tavernor, e.a. chose to maintain concinnitas in 
the Latin-Italian edition of 1966 and its English translation of 1988 respectively. Ibid.; On the Art 
of Building. For an early overview of its translations, Luigi Vagnetti, “Concinnitas; riflessioni sul 
significato di un termine albertiano,” Studi e Documenti di Architettura 2 (1973): 139-61.
39  For the origin of the term, and Alberti’s use of it, Caroline Van Eck, “The retrieval of classical 
architecture in the Quattrocento: The role of rhetoric in the formulation of Alberti’s theory of 
architecture,” in Memory & Oblivion, ed. Wessel Reinink and Jeroen Stumpel (Dordrecht: Springer, 
1999), 231-38; Organicism in nineteenh-century architecture; An inquiry into its theoretical and 
philosophical background (Amsterdam: Architectura & Natura Press, 1994), 40-62; Christine 
Smith, Architecture in the Culture of Early Humanism: Ethics, Aesthetics, and Eloquence 1400-
1470 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992), 87-97; Joachim Poeschke, “Zum Begriff der 
“concinnitas” bei Leon Battista Alberti,” in Intuition und Darstellung. Erich Hubala zum 24. März 
1985, ed. Frank Büttner and Christian Lenz (München: Nymphenburger, 1985), 45-50; David 
Summers, “Contrapposto: Style and Meaning in Renaissance Art,” The Art Bulletin 59 (1977): 
336-61.
40  Alberti’s use of concinnitas evolved throughout his oeuvre. In De pictura, concinnitas was 
used in a technical way, as a tool of composition resulting in beauty. In De re aedificatoria, it 
evolved into an ontological principle, a word used to describe the ratio naturae. Poeschke, “Zum 
Begriff der “concinnitas”,” 45-50.
41  “concinnitas, hoc est absoluta primariaque ratio naturae”. Alberti, De re aedificatoria, II, 817 
(IX.5). Translation by author.
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Concinnitas might be best understood in terms of Aristotelian 
teleology; it is the principle that guides how Nature generates her 
forms.42 Concinnitas refers to a unity, given by Nature to her creations, 
which results from a concept or plan of the whole that is reached by 
logical progression from a beginning to a fixed end. Nature achieves 
unity because its maker (i.e. God) acts according to a logical and pre-
existing plan or concept of the whole. Through this logical and pre-
existing plan or concept, all parts, as well as their relations to one another 
and the larger whole, are entirely regulated and determined. The unity 
achieved by Nature is both quantitative and qualitative. The domain of 
concinnitas concerns numerical proportion as well as bringing together 
male and female, vertical and horizontal, robust and slender, right and 
left; it pertains to variety of materials and forms; it regards fitness to 
purpose, plan and aptness. 
By interpreting concinnitas in terms of Aristotelian teleology, 
the relation between Nature as architecture’s model can be better 
understood. In his treatise, Alberti explains how Nature is the perfect 
generator of forms (naturam optimam formarum artificem).43Architects 
need to study her in order to find the rules that she employs in generating 
forms and translate these rules in principles for building (ad rationes 
aedificatorias transtulerunt).44 Apart from observing Nature directly, 
the works of the ancients could also be studied. The ancients had long 
understood that Nature produces perfect forms and declared her their 
model.45 
When architecture and Nature testify of the same harmonious 
unity through concinnitas, their end products might generate similar 
processes of admiration and contemplation of their forms. This is 
implied throughout the treatise. Yet, the relation between seeing, 
admiration and contemplation is also found in Alberti’s other writings, 
showing how his reflections on architecture are embedded in larger life-
42  Van Eck, Organicism in nineteenh-century architecture, 51-56. For the relation between 
Alberti’s aesthetics and Aristotelian philosophy, see also Mitrovic, Serene Greed of the Eye.
43  Alberti, De re aedificatoria, II, 817 (IX.5).
44  Ibid.
45  Ibid., II, 817 (IX.5). See also II, 451-57 (VI.3).
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long interests.46 Throughout his writings, Alberti describes the process 
of contemplating buildings and Nature in similar terms. When Charon 
comes across a field of flowers in Momus, the flowers’ scent urges him 
to collect and look upon them (colligendos et contemplandos) with so 
much pleasure and admiration (voluptate et admiratione) that he no 
longer wants to leave the place.47 In De re aedificatoria, a well-designed 
building never satiates the beholder and urges him to look at it again 
and again in admiration.48 Alberti also explains that, in contemplating 
buildings and Nature, the beholder’s attention is mainly drawn to the 
shape-defining elements. In Momus, the painter receives knowledge 
from contemplating Nature’s lineaments (lineamentis contemplandis).49 
In the architectural treatise, the beholder looks at the lineaments of the 
building which he hopes to perfect.50 Contemplating buildings and 
Nature is also described as something that influences the beholder’s 
emotional state. In Profugiorum ab aerumna, the protagonists look upon 
Florence Cathedral and start to reflect on divine nature and tranquillity 
of the soul.51 In De re aedificatoria, an enemy’s anger can be calmed by 
46  On seeing, admiration and contemplation in Alberti’s work, Hana Gründler, Die Dunkelheit der 
Episteme. Zur Kunst des aufmerksamen Sehens (Berlin: Gebr. Mann Verlag, 2019) [Forthcoming]; 
Elisabetta di Stefano, “Leon Battista Alberti e l’estetica della contemplazione,” in Vie solitaire, 
vie civile. L’humanisme de Pétrarque à Alberti. Actes du XLVII colloque international d’études 
humanistes. Tours, 28 juin - 2 juillet 2004, ed. Frank La Brasca and Christian Trottmann (Paris: 
Honoré Champion Éditeur, 2011), 447-63; Helen Hills, “Architecture and Affect: Leon Battista 
Alberti and Edification,” in Representing Emotions: New Connections in the Histories of Art, Music 
and Medicine, ed. Penelope Gouk and Helen Hills (Aldershot and Burlington: Ashgate, 2005), 
89-108; Smith, Architecture in the Culture of Early Humanism, 3-18. On the relation between 
seeing, admiration, architecture and nature, Alberto G Cassani, “Et flores quidem negligitis: saxa 
admirabimur? Sul conflitto natura-architettura in L.B. Alberti,” Albertiana 8 (2005): 57-82.
47  “Cum igitur ad eius nares florum, qui passim in prato aderant, applicuisset odor, illico se 
ad flores ipsos colligendos et contemplandos dedit tanta voluptate et admiratione ut ab iis aegre 
ferret abstrahi.” Leon Battista Alberti, Momus, ed. James Hankins, The I Tatti Renaissance Library 
(Cambridge, Mass and London: Harvard University Press, 2003), 302 (IV.36). See also Cassani, 
“Et flores quidem negligitis,” 79.
48  Alberti, De re aedificatoria, II, 851-53 (IX.9).
49  Momus, 308-09 (IV.42). See also Caspar Pearson, “Philosophy Defeated: Truth and Vision in 
Leon Battista Alberti’s Momus,” Oxford Art Journal 34, no. 1 (2011): 7.
50  Alberti, De re aedificatoria, I, 11-13 (prologue); II, 851-53 (IX.9).
51  Profugiorum ab erumna libri, ed. Giovanni Ponte (Genova: Tilgher, 1988), 3-46. See also 
Gründler, Die Dunkelheit der Episteme; Smith, Architecture in the Culture of Early Humanism, 
3-18.
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looking upon a beautiful building.52 The effect results from what Nature 
and architecture have in common; Namely, that their lineaments reveal 
a harmonious unity by and through concinnitas. It is the perception of 
such a unity that encourages processes of admiration and reflection.
According to Alberti, buildings inspire admiration when they testify 
of concinnitas. As the ontological principle of Nature, concinnitas 
remains however an abstract concept. To understand how it applies in 
building, it needs to be translated in concrete architectural principles. 
According to Alberti, the ancients had already started this process. They 
had recognized Nature as their model and had started to translate her 
principles in generating forms into building. The search for what inspires 
admiration in building was the driving force behind the development of 
architecture as an art. Over time, the principles of concinnitas were 
understood and integrated into building.  
De re aedificatoria or the Art of Making Admirable Buildings
Alberti explains how the ancients developed the most absolute 
knowledge for making admirable buildings (admirabilium operum 
efficiundorum absolutissima cognitia)53 at the beginning of book six, 
when he reconstructs the development of architecture as an art.54 In 
this development, Alberti attributes certain misconceptions and 
realisations to the ancients that engage with contemporary reflections 
on “magnificent” architecture. These often emphasized that buildings 
of vast size, great cost or rareness inspire admiration.55 Alberti’s 
narrative is a rectification of such contemporary understandings of what 
makes a building “magnificent” or “admirable”. His historical narrative 
shows how the ancients progressively learned that neither size nor cost 
52  Alberti, De re aedificatoria, II, 447 (VI.2).
53  Ibid., II, 457 (VI.3).
54  Ibid., II, 451-57 (VI.3).
55  See, for example, Manetti’s discussion of Nicholas V’s architectural patronage in his biography 
of the pope. Iannotii Manetti, De vita ac gestis Nicolai Quinti Summi Pontificis, ed. and transl. 
Anna Modigliani, Istituto storico italiano per il medio evo, ed. Anna Modigliani, trans. Anna 
Modigliani, Fonti per la storia dell’Italia medievale (Rome: Istituto storico italiano per il Medio 
Evo, 2005).
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naturally lead to admiration. Rather, it is the harmonious unity that 
pervades Nature’s products that best engenders this effect.
Alberti started with the architecture in Egypt. The Egyptians, men of 
considerable wealth and leisure, initially constructed buildings worthy 
of admiration (admirationem).56 According to Alberti, however, they 
mistakenly thought it was the huge scale (vasta) of their works that 
was praised (laudari). The Egyptians became so satisfied with their 
own work that it led to the ridiculous construction of the pyramids. The 
Greeks, on the other hand, realized that the skill of the artist attracted 
more praise (laudari magis) than the wealth of the king.57 They began 
to study Nature and performed many experiments, mixing equal with 
equal, straight with curved, light with shade. They considered how 
right might agree with left, vertical with horizontal, far with near. They 
added, took away or adjusted.58 The true masters of the art of building 
were the Italians.59 These understood that buildings are like animals, 
in which the shape of each part is specifically adapted to its purpose.60 
Although the Italians had everything necessary to evoke admiration 
(admirationem), they did not make the mistakes of the Egyptians. 
They preferred “to wed the wealth of their most powerful kings to the 
soberness of olden days.”61 In so doing, the Italians created buildings 
that caused such amazement (admirationem) that even experienced 
architects from abroad were highly impressed. 
The search for what inspired admiration for buildings was the 
driving force behind architecture’s development as an art. This is clear 
from Alberti’s word choice, but also from the example on which he 
models the story; Alberti turned to Pliny’s description of the marvels 
(mirabilia) of the ancient world in the Naturalis Historia.62 Throughout 
56  Alberti, De re aedificatoria, II, 451 (VI.3).
57  Ibid., II, 453 (VI.3).
58  In other words, the Greeks progressively tested how to combine opposites in a harmonious 
relation.
59  Alberti, De re aedificatoria, II, 453-57 (VI.3).
60  Thereby, uncovering the purposive character of concinnitas.
61 “Cum hae ita essent, placuit regum potentissimorum amplitudinem cum vetere frugalitate 
coniungere”. Alberti, De re aedificatoria, II, 455 (VI.3). Free translation by author. 
62  Peter Fane-Saunders, Pliny the Elder and the emergence of Renaissance architecture (New 
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the process, the ancients realised that neither size nor wealth were 
absolute criteria that engender admiration. Rather, it is the quality that 
underlies all of Nature’s forms that is the best guarantee. 
Alberti further ensured his readers that the study of Nature and 
the works of the ancients can engender that most absolute knowledge 
for making admirable buildings (admirabilium operum efficiundorum 
absolutissima cognitia).63 One of the purposes of the treatise is to 
restore and further develop such knowledge. It forms one further step 
in the development of architecture as an art in making buildings that 
inspire admiration.
The Effect of Admiration on the Beholder
In the treatise, Alberti not only defines what makes a building 
magnificent or admirable. He also considers the process of looking in 
admiration. Alberti’s description of looking at buildings in admiration 
closely resembles the emotional, intellectual, psychological and even 
mystical experience we discerned in political literature. If a building 
is designed and built well, Alberti explains, the beholder will “never 
be satiated by the view” (neque, qui spectent, satis diu contemplatos 
ducant se).64 He will need to look at it again and again and behold it 
in admiration (iterum atque iterum spectarint atque admirentur). Even 
while going away, he would be compelled to look back at it once more 
(ni iterato etiam inter abeundum respectent).
Yet, unlike previous authors, Alberti did not consider this mode of 
looking as a kind of cognitive limbo. In political literature, authors 
framed the process of looking in admiration as a kind of puzzlement, 
which the beholder, through his lack of intellectual capacities, cannot 
overcome.65 This sentiment was specifically strong among scholastic 
authors. Upon seeing magnificent buildings, so they argued, the 
beholder’s mind is “suspended through admiration.” As the beholder 
York: Cambridge University Press, 2016), 93-109.
63  Alberti, De re aedificatoria, II, 457 (VI.3).
64  Ibid., II, 851-53 (IX.9).
65  See Chapter Two.
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lacks the intellectual capacities to overcome wonder, the judgement of 
the senses moves him towards submission and respect - a mechanism 
scholastic authors regarded as inferior to acting upon knowledge, 
perceived through rational reflection, performed by an immaterial mind. 
Alberti did not conceptualize admiration as a scholastic but as a 
humanist for whom the visual was a major mode of understanding.66 
Alberti considers looking in admiration as an active mode of looking 
through which the beholder is edified. Throughout De re aedificatoria, 
Alberti addresses how looking at buildings in admiration initiates 
cognitive processes. In the prologue, for example, he notices how, 
whenever people see buildings, they immediately start to reflect on 
how it can be made more perfect. When people see buildings made 
by others (aliorum spectato aedificio), they cannot prevent themselves 
to examine (lustramus) and consider (pensitamus) the individual 
dimensions (singulas dimensiones), and to the best of their ability to 
investigate (disquirimus) what might be taken away, added or altered, 
so that the work would be rendered more elegant (opus reddatur 
elegantius).67 According to Alberti, such contemplation is triggered by 
the admiration felt for the building, and if the building is well designed, 
the contemplation will never cease.
This active mode of looking is in itself an act of contemplation. 
In early humanistic discourse, sensory perception was regarded and 
valued as a vehicle for knowledge. Alberti testified of such a positive 
evaluation of sight throughout his work. In Profugiorum ab aerumna, 
the sight of Florence Cathedral invited the spectators to reflect upon the 
nature of the divine.68 In Momus, the painter gained knowledge through 
the visual observation of nature, much more than the philosopher who 
investigates the heavens.69 In De re aedificatoria, this investigative 
mode of looking, initiated and perpetuated in admiration for what 
is seen, is transposed onto the contemplation of buildings. Seeing, 
66  Smith, Architecture in the Culture of Early Humanism, 11. 
67  Alberti, De re aedificatoria, I, 11-13 (prologue).
68 Gründler, Die Dunkelheit der Episteme; Hills, “Architecture and Affect,” 89-108; Smith, 
Architecture in the Culture of Early Humanism, 3-18.
69  Pearson, “Philosophy Defeated,” 1-12.
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admiring and contemplating buildings are closely connected activities, 
which have epistemological value. Knowledge is found in the act of 
looking itself. Hence, when Alberti explained how people “behold 
buildings in admiration”, he did not frame it in terms of a cognitive 
limbo which subjects the spectator. In contemplating buildings, the 
beholder investigates, seeks, and lends advice. Beholding is an active 
mode of looking. Seeing is an act of contemplation, through and by the 
visual. 
 
The effect of admiration on the beholder also helps to explain Alberti’s 
belief that beauty will calm anger. In book six, Alberti explicitly asked: 
What other human art might accomplish more assuredly that 
its products are sufficiently protected from human destruction? 
Beauty (pulchritudo) may even influence dangerous enemies, to 
such an extent that their anger is tempered and the work remains 
unviolated. I daresay: no other means better protects a work 
from human injury and future attack as dignity and grace of 
form (formae dignitate ac venustate).70 
In this passage, Alberti explains that the visual perception of 
the beautiful building will calm anger. Alberti’s confidence in the 
protective power of beauty can be understood when considering the 
process of looking in admiration, and the contemplation it initiates, as 
conceived by both Aristotle and Plato. According to Aristotle, as we 
have seen, to wonder at what we see, and to consider the underlying 
causes, is enjoyable because of our human nature.71 Alberti too defined 
the contemplation of lineaments as a pleasurable activity. When the 
beholder witnesses a perfectly made building, he is “never satiated by 
the view”. He is drawn back to it “again and again”. He cannot stop 
70  “Aut quid alioquin tam obfirmatum effici ulla hominum arte poterit, quod ab hominum iniuria 
satis munitum sit? At pulchritudo etiam ab infestis hostibus impetrabit, ut iras temperent atque 
inviolatam se esse patiantur; ut hoc audeam dicere: nulla re tutum aeque ab hominum iniuria atque 
illesum futurum opus, quam formae dignitate ac venustate.”Alberti, De re aedificatoria, II, 447 
(VI.2). Free translation by author.
71  See Chapter Two.
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contemplating the form of the lineaments. As such, the beautiful and 
ornate building never satiates our innate desire to know and apprehend. 
This in itself gives pleasure and may reduce the potential for negative 
emotions. Since investigative looking is done by the eye and takes place 
regardless of the intellectual capacities of the beholder, the building’s 
form might affect everyone. Even an enemy’s anger could be calmed.
Alberti’s confidence in the protective effect of beauty can equally be 
explained from a Platonic point of view on admiration and contemplation. 
According to Platonic tradition, the sight of something that captures the 
spectator with wonder triggers his memory of the Forms.72 In Phaedrus, 
Plato applied this specifically on the perception of physical beauty.73 
Here, he explained that the sight of physical beauty triggers the 
philosopher’s memory of the “Form of Beauty”. Upon seeing physical 
beauty, the philosopher is drawn back to the contemplation of the “Form 
of Beauty”, which, as all philosophical thinking, is accompanied by 
feelings of wonder and reverence. Alberti’s beholder of beautiful and 
ornate buildings seems to undergo a similar experience. Upon seeing 
the beautiful and ornate building, the beholder is directly drawn to the 
contemplation of beauty (pulchritudo). His feelings of wonder and 
reverence immediately calm any negative emotions the beholder may 
be experiencing. 
In his architectural treatise, Alberti develops design principles for 
buildings that will be universally admired. To obtain such buildings, he 
explains, the lineaments should be formed following concinnitas, the 
ontological principle of Nature. The recognition of concinnitas leads 
to admiration, which will encourage reflection on how the building can 
be made more perfect. This process will calm any negative emotions 
the beholder might be experiencing. The effect of concinnitas also 
explains the protective power of beauty. When concinnitas is applied 
in buildings, they will be self-defensive. Alberti’s aesthetic theory, and 
how it applies to buildings, interacts with contemporary discussions on 
72  Ibid.
73  Plato, Phaedrus, 250. I want to warmly thank Hana Gründler for drawing my attention to this 
passage in Plato’s work. See also Andrea Wilson Nightingale, “On Wandering and Wondering: 
“Theôria” in Greek Philosophy and Culture,” Arion: A Journal of Humanities and the Classics 9, 
no. 2 (2010): 47-48.
273
magnificent architecture and its effects. Alberti redefines what makes a 
building magnificent, as well as what the effect of the building on the 
beholder entails. 
The Self-Defensive Urban Residence in 
Alberti’s Architectural Theory
After having explored Alberti’s aesthetic theory, its implications for 
the design principles for the urban residence can now be fully assessed. 
In his architectural treatise, Alberti discusses the design principles for 
the urban residence with two specific focusses: purposefulness and 
visual form. The urban residence’s end purpose is to provide in the 
safety and protection of its inhabitants. Therefore, the urban residence 
requires a well-positioned entrance, secret hiding places and escape 
routes. The residence’s visual character, in turn, needs to honour the 
city, family and himself. At the same time, it cannot evoke envy. If so, 
social quarrels and dissent will arise. 
Alberti’s larger reflections on the Beautiful, the True and the Good, 
as well as how Beauty can be reproduced in building, allows to better 
understand his design principles for the urban residence’s visual form. 
If the urban residence is designed following Alberti’s aesthetic theory, 
“the whole partition and convenience of lineaments will be admired”. To 
build an admirable urban residence, is to make something that testifies 
of the Beautiful, the Good and the True. When looking upon it, the 
beholder will be edified and accompanied in his path to contemplation. 
It is such a residence that will stand out, honour the city and the family, 
without being a cause for envy or dissent. It will even prevent a physical 
attack on its structure; Through the process of contemplation, triggered 
by the admiration felt, even an enemy’s anger will be calmed. 
In aiming for admiration for private buildings, however, the patron 
and architect should be aware not to exaggerate. Following upon his 
advice to aim for admiration when giving visual form to the urban 
residence, Alberti explains that most admiration should be sought in 
sacred buildings.74 Temples above all should stupefy the beholder with 
74  Alberti, De re aedificatoria, II, 783-87 (IX.1).
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awe for admiration at all the noble things to be seen there.75 Temples 
should be made so beautiful and ornate that they “delight the mind 
wonderfully and hold them fast with the grace and admiration they 
evoke”.76 After public sacred buildings, the next in hierarchy are public 
profane buildings. Private buildings in turn need to be ornamented 
following the dignity of the owners. 
Alberti continues his narrative in book nine by differentiating 
between ornamentation for private buildings in the city, the countryside 
and those in between (the so-called villa suburbana).77 Those in the city 
need to present more severity (gravitas) than those in the countryside. In 
the latter, more licence towards merriment (festivitas) and delightfulness 
(amoenitas) are allowed.78 Alberti’s advice to present more severity 
in urban residences, I believe, is informed by his concern for social 
tensions, based on the visual. The critical audience, and the danger for 
social tensions, is much larger in the city.
Indeed, Alberti recognizes the fundamental contradiction in standing 
out and blending in, when the visual form of the residence becomes 
the focus of attention. This is important. Alberti basically presents a 
social problem - dissent among fellow citizens - as a visual one. The 
residence, by standing out, will evoke envy. From envy, social tensions 
and dissent will arise. In so doing, Alberti acknowledges that the urban 
residence evokes envy by the way it is seen. It is the visual appearance 
of the building that will define the community’s demeanour towards 
the residence and its patron. Tensions among a social and political 
community are defined as having their origin in the visual.
As Alberti locates social tensions in the visual, we also better 
understand why he sought the solution itself in that same realm. 
Admiration, naturally inspired by concinnitas, will create a positive 
demeanour towards the residence. In designing and building the private 
75 The Latin phrase reads: “qui ingrediantur stupefacti exhorrescant rerum dignarum admiratione”. 
Ibid., II, 543-45 (VII, 3). 
76 “quae animos mirifice delectent detineantque cum gratia atque admiratione sui”. Ibid. 
Translation by author. 
77  Ibid., II, 789-95 (IX.2).
78  Ibid., II, 789 (IX.2).
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residence, the patron should envision the correct formation of the 
lineaments following concinnitas. When the lineaments are formed as 
such, dignity and grace of form will come to the fore. When people see 
something that exceeds in wealth, size and opulence, they feel envy. 
When people see something that testifies of concinnitas, on the other 
hand, they are filled with admiration. Alberti turns the effect of seeing 
the residence around. Rather than evoking envy, he aims for admiration. 
Instead of condemning the patron and his house because of the envy 





7. MagnIfIcence, Prudence and ProtectIon:
Seeing Sumptuousness in Cortesi’s De cardinalatu libri 
tres (written early 16th century, published 1510)
Paolo Cortesi (1465-1510) wrote his treatise on cardinalship 
during the first years of the sixteenth century.1 The treatise provides 
the cardinal with guidelines on how to organise his life. Providing a 
suitable residence in Rome is one of the tasks included in the treatise.
When Cortesi embarked upon the project, however, he did not intend 
to write a treatise on cardinalship. As Severus Piacentinus disclosed 
in the introductory letter to the published treatise, Cortesi initially 
intended to write on the education of the prince.2 A conversation with 
cardinal Ascanio Sforza (1455-1505) would have changed Cortesi’s 
ideas. Instead of advising the secular prince, Cortesi would write for 
the ecclesiastical prince or cardinal. Piacentinus also stated that Cortesi 
reworked the initial manuscript on the education of the prince and 
finalised it as the De cardinalatu libri tres. The treatise was published 
in Cortesi’s house in San Gimignano in 1510, shortly after his death.3 
1  Paolo Cortesi, Pauli Cortesii Protonotarii Apostolici De cardinalatu libri tres (In Castra Cortesio 
Symeon Nicolai Nardi senensis, alias Rufus Calchographus, imprimebat, Die decimaquinta 
Nouembris 1510). The pagination of De cardinalatu libri tres, as published in 1510, shows 
inconsistencies. The titles of individual chapters, mentioned at the top of each page, also often 
fail to coincide with the actual title of that chapter. Such inconsistencies can be either due to 
Cortesi’s early death and the unfinished state of the treatise, or to the editing and printing process 
itself. In this dissertation, I used the following reference system: Cortesi, De cardinalatu, book, 
chapter, page number. A combination of these three elements should allow the reader to find the 
cited passage.
2  Ibid., Introductory letter. 
3  On the publication process, especially Kathleen Weil-Garris and John F. D’Amico, “The 
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Until his retirement to San Gimignano in 1503, Cortesi had spent 
most of his life in Rome.4 After having received an education in San 
Gimignano, Pisa and Rome, his brother Alessandro introduced him to 
the intellectual and curial circles of the city. At the papal curia, Cortesi 
made career as a humanist. He took over Platina’s position as apostolic 
scriptor in 1481 and was nominated apostolic secretary in 1498. Under 
Alexander VI, Pius III and Julius II, he also served as an apostolic 
protonotary. In the tradition of Pomponio Leto’s Accademia Romana, 
Cortesi gathered the literary elite of Rome in his house to discuss shared 
interests.5 Apart from his three major literary works, De hominibus 
doctis (1489-80), Liber sententiarum (1504) and De cardinalatu (1510), 
he is mostly known for his epistolary debate with Angelo Poliziano on 
the application of Ciceronian Latin. He was a strong defender of a strict 
imitation of the ancient master, in contrast to Poliziano who defended a 
more eclectic style. Completely immersed in the intellectual and social 
world of Rome, few other men would have been more equipped to write 
on how to be a good cardinal at the beginning of the sixteenth century. 
The topic was also timely. At the time of Cortesi’s writing, the profile 
Renaissance Cardinal’s Ideal Palace: A Chapter from Cortesi’s “De Cardinalatu”,” Memoirs of 
the American Academy in Rome 35, Studies in Italian Art History 1: Studies in Italian Art and 
Architecture 15th through 18th Centuries (Cambridge, Mass: MIT PRess, 1980): 66-67. 
4  Cortesi’s biographical sketch is based on Francesco Bausi, “Documenti sui Cortesi raccolti a S. 
Gimignano da Angelo Maria Bandini nel 1760,” Archivio della Società romana di storia patria 
152, no. 4 (1994): 787-819; John F. D’Amico, Renaissance Humanism in Papal Rome: Humanists 
and Churchmen on the Eve of the Reformation (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 
1983), 76-81; Roberto Ricciardi, “Paolo Cortesi,” in Dizionario Biografico degli Italiani (1983); 
Weil-Garris and D’Amico, “The Renaissance Cardinal’s Ideal Palace,” 47-52; Pio Paschini, “Una 
famiglia di curiali nella Roma del Quattrocento: i Cortesi,” Rivista di storia della chiesa in Italia 
11 (1957): 1-48. There is a debate on Cortesi’s date of birth. While some uphold the traditional 
date of 1465, others give 1471 as an alternative. The date of 1471 was proposed by Graziosi in her 
introduction to the critical edition of De hominibus doctibus. Paolo Cortesi, De hominibus doctis 
dialogus. Testo, tradituzione e commento a cura di Maria Teresa Graziosi (Rome: Bonacci, 1973), 
vii. Elena Miele, in turn, challenged the new date, in her review of Graziosi’s critical edition in the 
Rassegna della literatura italiana 7 (82), 254-56, as well as Roberto Ricciardi in his biographical 
sketch for the Dizionario Biografico degli Italiani. For a reconstruction of the debate, Patrick 
Baker, Italian Renaissance Humanism in the Mirror (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2015), 134-35, note 2.
5  For Cortesi within Roman humanism, John F. D’Amico, “Humanism in Rome,” in Roman and 
German Humanism, 1450-1550, ed. John F. D’Amico and Paul F. Grendler (Aldershot: Variorum, 
1993), 264-95; Renaissance Humanism in Papal Rome, 72-81 and 102-07. 
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Fig. 66 Paolo Cortesi’s De cardinalatu libri tres, published 1510, opened on the second 
chapter of the second book. Pauli Cortesii Protonotarii Apostolici De cardinalatu libri tres (in 
Castra Cortesio: Die decimaquinta Nouembris, 1510). ©Biblioteca Casanatense.
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of the cardinal and his role as administer of the Church underwent 
drastic changes.6 These changes mainly resulted from papal politics. At 
least since the pontificate of Pope Nicholas V (1447-1455), consecutive 
popes manipulated the composition of the Sacred College in view of 
their political ambitions. Consecutive popes used the cardinalship to 
reduce the power of the baronial and patrician families in Rome and 
to merge the interests of the curia with those of the governing elites 
of Italy. Their manipulations of the composition of the Sacred College 
also helped to ward off the threat of conciliarism.  Sixtus IV (1471-
1484) and Alexander VI (1492-1503) are most exemplary for such an 
approach.7 They both raised a high number of people to the purple, 
many belonging to aristocratic families and ruling houses, mainly 
in Italy. They also promoted family members or fellow countrymen. 
During the second half of the fifteenth century, many young, foreign, 
aristocratic men thus entered the Sacred College. The presence of these 
so-called “cardinal-princes” greatly diminished the spiritual authority 
of the cardinalate and aggravated internal tensions. 
At the same time, the imbalance in political power and wealth among 
the cardinals increased. With regards to administration, politics and 
diplomacy, ecclesiastical government became increasingly concentrated 
in the hands of a small group, consisting of the pope and his close 
retinue.8 This policy was initiated by pope Sixtus IV and maintained 
by his followers. Important decisions were taken out of the hands of 
the Sacred College as a whole. Some cardinals could wield enormous 
political power, while others rather fulfilled a ceremonial role. The 
increased number of cardinals also reduced each individual’s share 
in the division of incomes and benefices.9 A cardinal’s wealth largely 
6  Carol M. Richardson, Reclaiming Rome: Cardinals in the Fifteenth Century (Leiden and 
Boston: Brill, 2009); Marco Pellegrini, “A Turning-Point in the History of the Factional System in 
the Sacred College: The Power of Pope and Cardinals in the Age of Alexander VI,” in Court and 
Politics in Papal Rome, 1492-1700, ed. Giovanvittorio Signorotto and Maria Antonietta Visceglia 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 8-30; Figliola Fragnito, “Cardinals’ Courts in 
Sixteenth-Century Rome,” The Journal of Modern History 65, no. 1 (1993): 26-56.
7  Especially Pellegrini, “A Turning-Point in the History of the Factional System,” 8-30.
8  Ibid.
9  Ibid. For the economic situation of cardinals, also David S. Chambers, “The economic 
predicament of Renaissance cardinals,” Studies in Medieval and Renaissance history 3 (1966): 
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depended upon personal networks and the ability to obtain the best 
benefices. As a result, some individuals enjoyed unparalleled riches. 
Others could barely maintain the lifestyle expected from a cardinal, as 
it became more and more aristocratic in nature.10 
Cortesi wrote De cardinalatu at this time of unparalleled change 
in the profile and role of the cardinal.11 These changes also reflect on 
Cortesi’s discussion of the cardinal’s residence. Cortesi considered the 
residence essential to communicate the dignity of the cardinal’s office to 
the urban public - even if (or especially because) this dignity depended 
more on appearances than ever. Cortesi also showed himself aware of 
the vulnerable position of the cardinal in Rome. The cardinal needed to 
establish authority in a city to which he often came as an outsider. The 
residence should help him in so doing. 
Cardinal’s Houses and Violent Practices
When someone was promoted to the cardinalship and decided to 
take up residence in Rome, he needed to find an appropriate residence. 
To find a residence in the city, a number of options lay open.12 Some 
289-313.
10  For the expected lifestyle, Mary Hollingsworth and Carol M. Richardson, eds., The Possessions 
of a Cardinal: Politics, Piety, and Art, 1450-1700 (University Park, PA: Penn State University 
Press, 2009); Pierre Hurtubise, Tous les chemins mènent à Rome: Arts de vivre et de réussir à 
la cour pontificale au XVIe siècle (Ottawa: Les Presses de l’Université d’Ottawa, 2009); Mary 
Hollingsworth, the Cardinal’s Hat: Money, Ambition, and Everyday Life in the Court of a Borgia 
Prince (New York: The Overlook Press, 2004); David S. Chambers, A Renaissance Cardinal 
and his Worldly Goods: The Will and Inventory of Francesco Gonzaga (1444-1483) (London: 
The Warburg Institute and University of London, 1992); K. J. P. Lowe, “Questions of Income 
and Expenditure in Renaissance Rome: A Case Study of Cardinal Francesco Armellini,” Studies 
in Church History 24 (1987): 175-88; David S. Chambers, “The Housing Problems of Cardinal 
Francesco Gonzaga,” Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 39 (1976): 21-58.
11  Cortesi most probably started to work on his treatise towards the end of the 1490s, before 
leaving Rome in 1503. He thus formulated his thoughts during and shortly after the pontificate 
of Pope Alexander VI. On the writing process, especially Weil-Garris and D’Amico, “The 
Renaissance Cardinal’s Ideal Palace,” 45-52 and 64-67. 
12  On cardinal’s housing in the fifteenth century, Richardson, Reclaiming Rome, 263-313; Georg 
Schelbert, Der Palast von SS. Apostoli und die Kardinalsresidenzen des 15. Jahrhunderts in Rom 
(Norderstedt: Books on Demand, 2007); Chambers, “The Housing Problems of Cardinal Francesco 
Gonzaga,” 21-58. For cardinal’s houses in relation to Roman palazzi in general, Christoph Luitpold 
Frommel, Der römische Palastbau der Hochrenaissance (Tübingen: Wasmuth, 1973). 
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cardinals were lodged in the papal palace or took up housing in the 
residential structures attached to their titular church or benefices. Others 
rented houses from Roman families. Some others bought or built anew. 
The relation between a cardinal and his Roman residence was 
somewhat different from the ancestral family residences we have been 
studying so far. The cardinal’s residence in Rome did not necessarily 
represent the lineage of his family. Many cardinals were newcomers to 
Rome. There was rarely an ancestral neighbourhood which tied him to 
the city. Nor were there existing familial structures which he could start 
to expand.13 The cardinal mostly needed to start from scratch. When 
renting existing structures, he would need to find a property that was 
large and dignified enough for a cardinal and his household. When 
buying and building, he would need to find an appropriate site and 
possess the required funds.14 
Up until the 1470s, cardinals were also hardly encouraged to buy 
and build in the city. Residential structures attached to benefices or 
titular churches could never be privately owned. They were part of the 
ecclesiastical benefice and could only be inhabited with the benevolence 
of the pope. Yet, even if a building was privately owned, the pope 
had the right to claim a prelate’s property (ius spolii) after his death, 
unless the prelate had secured a papal license to make a will (licentia 
testandi).15 Even if the cardinal invested in his residence, he might not 
have been able to transfer it onto his family. 
13  Palazzo Colonna, which came to the fore in Chapter 4, is a noteworthy exception. Giovanni 
Colonna established himself in a palazzo within the family compound near SS. Apostoli. 
14  The laborious process of finding an appropriate residence in the city, even for the so-called 
cardinal-princes, is minutely reconstructed in Chambers, “The Housing Problems of Cardinal 
Francesco Gonzaga,” 21-58.  
15  Daniel Williman, The Right of Spoil of the Popes of Avignon, 1316-1415, Transactions of 
the American Philosophical Society (Philadelphia: The American Philosophical Society, 1988). 
The right of spoil (ius spolii) seems to have been appropriated by the popes from the thirteenth 
century onwards, even if canon law did not decree it (nor did it refer to it). When legitimation for 
the practice was sought, authors turned to general supralegal principles. For example, in the late 
sixteenth century, a Roman apologist Gulielmo Rodano could only bring forth the principle that, 
implied by law and long practice, the pope is the supreme dispensator and administer of the whole 
church’s goods. Ibid., 13. The licentia testandi, a special papal privilege, allowed a prelate to make 
a testament for his patrimonial goods or other forms of wealth - i.e. not his ecclesiastical goods. 
On the licentia testandi, ibid., 10-11. 
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The relation between a cardinal and his Roman residence changed 
from the pontificate of pope Sixtus IV (1471-1484) onwards. In light 
of an overall ideological and economical program for the city, as well 
as his nepotism, pope Sixtus IV issued a number of papal bulls to 
encourage private construction in Rome.16 Sixtus wanted newcomers 
to invest their money in the city.17 So far, cardinals, prelates and other 
members of the curia had mainly transferred money they received from 
ecclesiastical benefices to their families living elsewhere, had invested 
it in their ancestral towns or had deposited it in banks, mainly owned 
by Tuscan families.18 Few of their revenues flowed back to Rome. 
Sixtus hoped to reverse that process, and in so doing, to encourage 
private individuals in partaking in the Renovatio Urbis initiated by 
pope Nicholas V.19 These reforms also benefitted his own family. His 
nephews built extensively in the city and their residences contributed to 
the reputation of the Della Rovere family.20 
A first papal bull was issued in January 1474.21 The bull, entitled 
etsi universis, declared that anyone who built or would build a house 
in Rome or its immediate surroundings (in dicta Urbe vel extra aut 
prope eam ad miliaria decem) could bequeath the property to his heirs, 
without the risk of it being seized by the pope. In other words, the bull 
of 1474 suppressed the right of spoil for ecclesiastics. While the bull 
16  Richardson, Reclaiming Rome, 297-307; Manuel Vaquero Piñeiro, “Una città da cambiare: 
intorno alla legislazione edilizia di Sisto IV,” in Sisto IV: Le Arti a Roma nel Primo Rinascimento, 
ed. Fabio Benzi (Rome: Shakespeare and Company, 2000), 426-33.
17  See also Chapter 4.
18 Well-known examples are Cardinal Branda da Castiglione (1350-1443), who invested in 
Castiglione Olona, and Cardinal Enea Silvio Piccolomini (1404-1464) who built extensively as a 
cardinal, but especially as pope Pius II, in Siena and Pienza. See Richardson, Reclaiming Rome, 
300-01. 
19  The “Renovatio urbis” is specifically mentioned in the papal bulls issued in 1474 and 1480. 
See below. 
20  Cardinal Pietro Riario (1445-1474) built at SS. Apostoli. His nephew, Cardinal Giuliano della 
Rovere (1443-1513), continued the works after his death. Giuliano also built at S. Pietro in Vincoli, 
his titular church. Girolamo Riario (1443-1488), papal nephew but not a cardinal, built a family 
residence in rione Ponte, today known as Palazzo Altemps. 
21  Sebastiano Franco and Henrico Dalmazzo, ed. Bullarum, diplomatum et privilegiorum 
sanctorum romanorum pontificum taurinensis editio locupletior facta collectione novissima 
plurium brevium, epistolarum, decretorum actorumque S. Sedis a s. Leone Magno usque ad 
praesens, vol. 25 (Turin: Augustuae Taurinorum, 1857-72; anastatic reprint 1964), vol. 5, 211-12.
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addressed everyone, the cardinals could especially benefit from the 
legal reform. They could from now on transfer residences, in which 
they had invested, to relatives. 
A second bull was issued in June 1480.22 The bull, entitled etsi de 
cunctarum, mainly addressed the maestri delle strade. It served to enlarge 
their jurisdiction and to facilitate the expropriation of private property 
in view of improving public streets and squares. The second bull had 
a somewhat ambiguous influence on the property market.23 Because 
owners feared expropriation or demolition of property, the legislation 
put a certain halt to private development. At the same time, however, 
the papal bull enabled private citizens to buy up empty neighbouring 
properties when they wanted to expand buildings for “the decorum of 
the city” (ob decorem Urbis).24 It encouraged the construction of large 
urban residences and specifically benefitted newcomers to the city, who 
often lacked the connections to buy up neighbouring properties. 
The legislative reforms made it more interesting for cardinals to 
invest in a Roman residence. A Roman residence could become the start 
of a new foothold for the cardinal’s family in Rome, and one that could 
last for several generations. Where and how the cardinal lived, still very 
much depended on wealth and connections. As we have seen, difference 
in wealth and political power amongst the cardinalate increased in the 
years leading up to the writing of the De cardinalatu. Very wealthy 
and very poor cardinals lived in strikingly different conditions. While 
some built “magnificent” residences, others remained lodged in the 
papal palace, near to their titular church, or continued to rent, without 
investing much money.
 
While living in such rented, bought or built residences, cardinals 
feared violent attacks on their property. Both cardinals that belonged 
to the Roman baronial and patriciate families, as well as newcomers 
to the city, were or became integrated in the intricate web of social 
and political relations in Rome and Italy. As representatives of the 
22  Ibid., vol. 5, 273-78.
23   Piñeiro, “Una città da cambiare: intorno alla legislazione edilizia di Sisto IV,” 426-33.
24  Dalmazzo, Bullarum, diplomatum et privilegiorum, 273.
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Church and as individuals belonging to a family, cardinals often found 
themselves in difficult positions. While it was expected of a cardinal 
to put himself in the sole service of the church, familial ties demanded 
other allegiances. The case of cardinal Colonna, touched upon in the 
chapter on the Santacroce houses, serves as an example. When the 
conflict between the Santacroce and Della Valle merged with tensions 
between the Colonna and Orsini, the Margani and Crescenzi, as well 
as Girolamo Riario and cardinal Giuliano della Rovere, the cardinal’s 
palazzo was plundered and destroyed. 
Palazzo Colonna was part of the Colonna family complex. In order 
to exclude Odonne from the social and physical fabric of the city, the 
palazzo was plundered and torn down. Cardinal Colonna himself was 
absent from the city (either by coincidence or on advice as suggested by 
Sigismondo Conti).25 Cardinal Giuliano della Rovere on the other hand, 
as nephew of pope Sixtus IV, was present in the city and implicated 
himself in the conflict.26 Although the cardinal’s ecclesiastical position 
created an ambiguous position to work from, cardinals were not 
excluded from violent conflict and attacks on buildings. They belonged 
to the social and political elite of Italy and were involved in the violent 
conflicts that came with this position. 
Especially during the Vacant See, when violence in Rome rose 
exponentially, cardinals feared violent attacks on their residences. 
The Vacant See, marked by the death of the pope and the election of 
his successor, was a peculiar temporal realm.27 Papal courts and laws 
were temporarily suspended. Cardinals returned to Rome in order to 
select a new political and ecclesiastical leader. As in any successive 
system, the inherent tensions between order and disorder, between 
25  “Il Cardinale o a caso o consigliatamente stava a Nettuno.” Sigismondo Conti, Le storie de’suoi 
tempi dal 1475-1510 (Rome: 1883), 191.
26  Sigismondo recalls how the cardinal offered to stay at Palazzo Colonna as a hostage, as a 
surety that Odonno would be left untouched when going towards the pope. Ibid., 189.
27  On the Vacant See, John M Hunt, The Vacant See in Early Modern Rome: A Social History of 
the Papal Interregnum (Leiden: Brill, 2016); Joëlle Rollo-Koster, “Episcopal and Papal Vacancies: 
A Long History of Violence,” in Ecclesia et Violentia: Violence against the Church and Violence 
within the Church in the Middle Ages, ed. Radoslaw Kotecki and Jacek Maciejewski (Newcastle-
upon-Tyne: Cambridge Scholars, 2014), 54-70; Maria Antonietta Visceglia, Morte e elezione del 
papa: Norme, riti e conflitti (Rome: Viella, 2013); Andreas Rehberg, “Sacrum enim opinantur, 
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continuity and discontinuity were revealed at such a time of transition 
and transformation. 
The death of a prince always marked a rupture in society. Across 
cultures, from Rwanda, Egypt, to Rome, the death of a ruler opened 
a temporal realm in which society collectively shaped its own 
transformation.28 Rituals of violence, directed towards the corpse of 
the prince or other places of power, were commonly exercised. How a 
society lived through such moments of transition is culturally defined 
and for Renaissance Italy, the accompanying rituals of violence have 
also been identified. Andreas Behrens, for example, studied such 
practices of violence during the Vacant See between 1378 and 1534, 
and enumerated the following recurring actions:29 The deceased pope’s 
body and private quarters were plundered, as well as those associated 
with papal power (such as the camera apostolica, the camerlengo... but 
also those of his family and fellow countrymen); The private quarters of 
the newly elected pope were plundered when his name was announced; 
The horse, baldachin and other objects that were used during the 
ceremony in which the new pope took possession of the city (possessio) 
were pillaged.
Such practices of violence that accompanied the death of the pope 
merged and interacted with defilement, plundering and destruction of 
residences as extra-judiciary forms of punishment.  The violence that 
broke out upon the death of pope Sixtus IV (1471-1484) serves as a 
good example.30 In august 1484, the conflict between the Colonna and 
Orsini extended into the temporal realm of the Vacant See, and the 
palazzo of Girolamo Riario was plundered. It would be superfluous to 
either classify the attack as part of the rituals of violence associated 
quicquid inde rapina auferunt. Alcune osservazioni intorno ai “saccheggi rituali” di interregno 
a Roma (1378-1534),” in Pompa sacra: lusso e cultura materiale alla corte papale nel basso 
medioevo (1420-1527), ed. Thomas Ertl (Rome: Nella sede dell’istituto Palazzo Borromini, 2010), 
201-37; Joëlle Rollo-Koster, Raiding Saint Peter: Empty Sees, Violence, and the Initiation of the 
Great Western Schism (Leiden: Brill, 2008); Laurie Nussdorfer, “The Vacant See: Ritual and 
Protest in Early Modern Rome,” The Sixteenth Century Journal 18, no. 2 (1987): 173-89.
28  Sergio Bertelli, Il corpo del re: sacralità del potere nell’Europa medievale e moderna 
(Florence: Ponte alle Grazie, 1990), 36-54.
29  Rehberg, “Sacrum enim opinantur,” 201-37.
30  See also Maria Antonietta Visceglia, “Factions in Rome between Papal Wars and International 
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with the death of the pope, or as part of the factional struggles that took 
place; both realms interacted with and merged into each other. 
Cortesi did not make the distinction either. In his treatise, he warned 
the cardinal for violent attacks on his residence, both in moments of 
political strife and the Vacant See. Cortesi did not distinguish between 
the modes of violence sketched above. The cardinal feared violent 
attacks, and these attacks served as motivations to formulate a number 
of design principles for the urban residence. 
The Cardinal’s House in De cardinalatu libri tres 
In De cardinalatu libri tres, Cortesi includes the construction of 
a residence as one of the requirements for living well as a cardinal 
in Rome.31 Cortesi identifies a number of conditions that should be 
considered to lay out a good residence; The cardinal should consider 
its location in Rome, its orientation towards the heavens and the winds, 
the distribution of its rooms, and its interior and exterior ornamentation. 
Cortesi’s approach to architecture is very instrumental. The house 
should protect the cardinal and his goods, encourage the inhabitants 
towards a good and virtuous life, and establish a cardinal’s dignity. 
Conflicts (1480-1530),” in Factional Struggles: Divided Elites in European Cities and Courts 
(1400-1750), ed. Mathieu Caesar (Leiden: Brill, 2017), 82-103; Morte e elezione del papa: Norme, 
riti e conflitti, 65.
31  Cortesi, De cardinalatu. The De Domo first came to scholarly attention in 1980 thanks to 
the critical edition and translation of Weil-Garris and D’Amico, “The Renaissance Cardinal’s 
Ideal Palace,” 45-119. Several other studies followed; Enrica Guerra, “Il De Cardinalatu di 
Paolo Cortesi,” in La formazione delle élites in Europa dal Rinascimento alla Restaurazione, 
ed. Antonella Gagnolati (Rome: Aracne, 2012), 85-98; Giacomo Ferraù, “Medievali e moderni 
nel De cardinalatu di Paolo Cortesi,” in Metafore di un pontificato Giulio II (1503-1513), ed. 
Flavia Cantatore, Maria Chiabò, and Paola Farenga (Rome: Roma nel Rinascimento, 2010), 573-
92; David S. Chambers, “The Renaissance Cardinalate: From Paolo Cortesi’s De cardinalatu to 
the Present,” in The Possessions of a Cardinal: Politics, Piety, and Art, 1450-1700, ed. Mary 
Hollingsworth and Carol M. Richardson (University Park, PA: Penn State University Press, 2009), 
17-24; Amedeo Quondam, “Roma e le sue corti. Il secondo libro del De Cardinalatu di Paolo 
Cortesi,” in L’umana compagnia. Studi in onore di Gennaro Savarese, ed. Rosanna Pettinelli 
(Rome: Bulzoni, 1999), 325-67; Marco Pellegrini, “Da Iacopo Ammannati Piccolomini a Paolo 
Cortesi: Lineamenti dell’ethos cardinalizio in età Rinascimentale,” Roma nel Rinascimento 
(1998): 23-44. 
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Fig. 67 Structure of Paolo Cortesi’s De cardinalatu libri tres.
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The cardinal’s dignitas is the overall topic of the second book in 
which the chapter of De domo appears.32 This book, entitled Liber 
secundus oeconomicus, focuses on the cardinal as the head of a 
household. How to behave as an individual is addressed in the first book 
(Liber primus ethicus et contemplativus); how to act as a public figure, 
in the third (Liber tertius politicus). The prologue to Liber secundus 
oeconomicus promises to address everything that is necessary to 
establish a cardinal’s dignity: his income, house, family, friends, daily 
comportment, healthcare, control over emotions, conduct in giving 
audiences, manner of speech, as well as benevolence towards his fellow 
men. The residence is part of how the cardinal presents himself to the 
outer world. The second book on Economics puts forth a model of 
how the cardinal - through his residence, clothing, speech, manners... - 
should be seen and perceived. 
In his prescriptions for the cardinal’s ideal residence, Cortesi also 
addresses the protection of the cardinal and his goods. Protection 
should be sought in the lay out of the residence and in its exterior 
ornamentation. 
 Affecting the Urban Crowd: The Judgement of the Senses
In the fifth Lateran Council (1512-17), cardinals were told that their 
residence should be open to guests. It should be “a hospital place, haven 
and refuge for upright and learned men, poor nobles, and honourable 
people.”33  Hospitality was as a central virtue to uphold. From Cortesi’s 
32  In the fifteenth and early sixteenth century, dignity was a central concept in establishing the 
cardinal’s position within the Church hierarchy. It was the dignity of the cardinal’s office, related 
to juridical power (potestas jurisdictionis), and not clerical order (potestas ordinis), that positioned 
him on top of the ecclesiastical ladder, just below the pope. Richardson, Reclaiming Rome, 101-12; 
Margaret Harvey, “Eugenius IV, Cardinal Kemp and Archbishop Chichele: A Reconsideration of 
The Role of Antonio Caffarelli,” in The Church and Sovereignty c.590-1918: Essays in honour of 
Michael Wilks, ed. Diana Wood, Studies in Church History (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 1991), 
329-44; Walter Ullmann, “Eugenius IV, Cardinal Kemp and Archbishop Chichele,” in Medieval 
Studies Presented to Aubrey Gwynn, ed. John A. Watt, John B. Morrall, and Francis X. Martin 
(Dublin: Three Candles, 1961), 359-83.
33  “cum domus cardinalium patens hospitium, portusque ac refugium proborum et doctorum 
maxime virorum et pauperum nobilium, honestarumque personarum esse debeat”. F Lauritzen 
et al., eds., Conciliorum oecumeniocrum generaliumque decreat. Editio critica II/2. The General 
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treatise, we learn that such openness also required strict supervision. 
Cortesi’s ideal residence is open to guests, but it is a highly controlled 
space. 
The lay out of the residence’s rooms should provide in control and 
physical protection. Those entering the residence, do so under the 
vigilant eye of the majorduomo. His office is located at the stairs where 
he can better see all that enter.34 The residence has only one entrance 
with adjacent armoury so that “if danger or other disturbances arise, 
arms are provided and more readily available in such causes of time, so 
that the entrance to the house is more safe in resisting and repelling [the 
attack].”35 There should also be a continuous walk-way on the upper 
floor from which members of the household can “defend the house in 
times of uprising, or oppose [an assault] in the storm of the Vacant 
See.”36 The exterior ornamentation too serves to protect the building. 
If attractively designed and sumptuously executed, so Cortesi argues, 
the ornamentation will inhibit the ignorant mob from attacking the 
building.37 
Cortesi addresses the exterior ornamentation of the urban residence 
in dialogue with the interior ornamentation. He makes a sharp 
distinction between the two, both in terms of kind and audience. The 
interior ornamentation consists of paintings that address the people 
inside.38 Recommended paintings are narrative scenes (historiae) which 
through their likeliness with the physical world “prepare the appetite of 
the soul and evoke movement towards virtue”.39 In other terms, when 
Councils of Latin Christendom. From Basel to Lateran V (1431-1517) (Turnhout: Brepols, 2013), 
720. Translation by author. 
34  Cortesi, De cardinalatu, II, 2, LI.
35  “ut siquid periculi aut motus nascitur uideatur temporis causa arma sint prouisa & descripta 
ratione promptiora domusque in aditu sit in obsistendo & repellendo tutior.” ibid., II, 2, Lv. Free 
translation by author. The English translation by Weil-Garris and D’Amico has been used as a 
point of reference. I have provided my own translations to stay closer to the original wording.
36  “aut in seditione tuendae domus, aut in interregni tempestate repugnandi.” ibid., II, 2, LIIIv. 
Free translation by author. 
37  Ibid.
38  Ibid., II, 2, LIII-LIIIIv.
39  “ex uehementi imaginum similitudine aut animi appetitio praeparetur aut motrix euocetur 
uirtus” Ibid., II, 2, LIII. Free translation by author.
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the cardinal, his household and the visitors look upon such naturalistic 
narrative scenes, they are encouraged towards virtuous behaviour. 
The exterior ornamentation is understood as a form of cladding: It 
are materials imposed upon a physical structure, following a certain 
design.40 The exterior ornamentation addresses the ignorant mob in 
the streets of Rome, which it needs to impress in order to make the 
residence self-defensive.
Cortesi considers the exterior ornamentation in terms of a design 
(descriptio) that can be executed using a variety of materials (in hoc 
genere varius [...] aedificandi modus).41 This design (descriptio) 
should follow the manner of the ancients (priscorum symmetriae). 
What does Cortesi mean when he uses these words? Cortesi introduces 
descriptio when he writes about the building as a physical object; The 
design of the house (descriptio domus) concerns the distribution of 
rooms (in membrorum partitione) and the kind of ornamentation (in 
ornamentorum genere).42 Descriptio thus seems to refer to an overall 
outlay of architectural elements, whether they be walls, columns, 
pilasters, friezes or windows, following a formal system (symmetria).43 
Cortesi’s use of symmetria seems to refer to coherence of formal 
system. He approves the prisca symmetria (the manner of the 
ancients), but greatly condemns the germanica symmetria (the manner 
of the Germans).44 Cortesi’s glossators added that “symmetria est 
commensuratio, non habet nomen latinum: ut ait Plinius, hoc utitur 
40  Ibid., II, 2, LIIIv-LIII [sic: error in pagination].
41  Ibid., II, 2, LIIIv.
42  Ibid., II, 2, L.
43  Weil Garris and D’Amico variably translate descriptio as plan, disposition, and manner. Their 
organisation of the text under the equivalent subtitles “plan of the residence” (descriptio domus), 
“on the decoration of the palace” (de ornamento domus) and “interior decorations” (ornamenta 
interiora), blurs Cortesi’s classification system. The descriptio domus is twofold: it concerns both 
the distribution of rooms and ornamentation. (Descriptio autem domus duplex videri debet: una 
quae in membrorum partitione consistit, altera quae in ornamentorum genere). I prefer the word 
“design” over “plan” as the latter seems to refer more to the distribution of rooms. Cortesi uses 
it in a more general way - as something that describes the formal layout of architectural elements 
in general. Cortesi most probably took the term from Cicero who mentioned in De officiis that 
the design of the house should be adapted to its purpose (cuius [domus] finis est usus, ad quem 
accommodanda est aedificandi descriptio). Cicero, De officiis, 1.138.
44  Cortesi, De cardinalatu, L-Lv and LIIIv.
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sequentur uictruius [sic].”45 Commensuratio means that each part bears 
a measurable relation to every other part as well as the configuration of 
the whole.46 Although his glossators describe it as such, Cortesi’s use 
of symmetria in his text cannot always be reduced to such a coherence 
of numerical relations or proportions (as might be derived from his 
glossators, but also from Vitruvius’ use of the word).47 Cortesi rather 
seems to refer to coherence in a formal system, and of these formal 
systems, the one of the ancients is preferred.48   
As a formal system for the exterior ornamentation, Cortesi praises 
the recent revival of the manner of the ancients (priscorum symmetriae) 
and he enumerates contemporary examples that the cardinal can turn 
to.49 Cosimo de’Medici first applied this manner of building in Palazzo 
Medici. Federico da Montefeltro, Sixtus IV, Roberto Sanseverino and 
Julius II are subsequently praised for having applied it too. The manner 
of the ancients is best adapted to the conditions of the time (temporum 
conditione) and the progress of learning (discendi progressione). 
Cortesi’s judgement has political and ethical undertones.50 Foreign 
formal systems are rejected, as well as any kind of novelty.
Cortesi enumerates marble, travertine, the combination of bricks and 
travertine, as well as incised stucco as possible materials to use.51 He 
45  Ibid., annotationes.
46  Indra Kagis McEwen, Vitruvius: Writing the Body of Architecture (Cambridge, Mass and 
London: MIT Press, 2003), 65.
47  Vitruvius defined that “symmetry is the fitting concord of members of the work to each other 
and the correspondence of individual elements to the form of the whole figure by means of a 
fixed part.” ibid., 65. Italics are mine. For the Latin original; “Item symmetria est ex ipsius operis 
membris conveniens consensus ex partibusque separatis ad universae figurae speciem ratae partis 
responsus.” Vitruvio, De architectura, ed. Pierre Gros, trans. Antonio Corso and Elisa Romano 
(Turin: Giulio Einaudi, 1997), 26-28.
48 This interpretation is supported by Weil Garris and d’Amico. They argued that Cortesi’s 
uses of symmetria cannot always be understood as a system of proportions. According to the 
authors, Cortesi’s use of the word rather approaches modern ideas of historical style, manner, or 
of architectural orders. Weil-Garris and D’Amico, “The Renaissance Cardinal’s Ideal Palace,” 
112, note 102.
49  Cortesi, De cardinalatu, II, 2, LIIIv.
50  See also Quondam, “Roma e le sue corti. Il secondo libro del De Cardinalatu di Paolo Cortesi,” 
336.
51  Cortesi, De cardinalatu, II, 2, LIIIv.
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does not prefer one material over the other. Different modes of building 
(aedificandi modus) are praised, and the manner of ornamentation (ratio 
in ornando) is very diversified. Yet, whatever kind of ornamentation 
the cardinal applies, he should secure that it is not only charming in 
its design (descriptioni lepos), but also sumptuous in its execution 
(sumptus in aedificando). Only if such ornamentation is applied, the 
ignorant mob will be withdrawn from attacking the cardinal and from 
plundering his goods. 
Cortesi’s argumentation for the protective effect of such ornamentation 
turns to early modern understandings of sense perception, emotions and 
human behaviour. His argumentation is very rich in content. In order to 
analyse it well, it deserves to be reconstructed here in detail. It goes as 
follows:
This is why those kinds of ornamentation are recommended 
for the sake of prudence (prudentiae terminationem), that are not 
only pleasant in their design but also sumptuous in execution, so 
that the ignorant crowd (imperitam multitudinem), that wants to 
harm the cardinals and plunder their goods, are frightened off 
by the magnitude of power and the admiration for its wealth 
(potentiae magnitudine opumque admiratione deterreat). Since 
it is clear that the uneducated multitude of men is more guided by 
the senses than by rational reflection (sensu solere magis quam 
ratione meditata duci), it can be easily understood that they - 
when they admire (admiratur) the sumptuous buildings of the 
cardinals (sumptuosas aedes senatores) by looking (spectando) 
- are easily withdrawn from carrying out harm. For, with the 
feeble [judgement] of the senses, they estimate (aestimet) the 
power of the cardinals to be so high, that they consider it to 
be impossible to expel the cardinals, or to plunder their goods. 
Indeed, when the people discern cardinals living in modest 
buildings, they immediately believe they can attack and disturb 
the house, and from the hope for spoils and perverse liberty, 
they easily believe (cogitant) they can shatter and weaken the 
cardinals’ position. This is what we see happened in the time 
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of Eugenius IV, who - while living in his house in Trastevere - 
was not only thrown out of his house by the people, because of 
their contempt (contemptum) towards him, but also out of the 
city by a revolt of the municipal officials. If the pope can be 
touched by the aversion of the people, what is to happen to the 
cardinals, who live without the fear for high office, and without 
the protection of armed men? So, if one or the other [manner 
of ornament] needs to be chosen, there should be no doubt that 
this manner is to be applied in the cardinals’ house, that through 
its dignity will blind the eyes of the people (dignitate sit oculos 
praestrinctura plebis), than that which will bear contempt 
because of its mediocrity (mediocritate).52 
  
Cortesi’s words clearly echo Giles of Rome’s De regimine principum, 
written between 1277 and 1279, and shortly touched upon in Chapter 
Two. We have mentioned in passing that Cortesi initially intended to 
write on the education of the prince.53 One of the most famous and 
widely read so-called “mirrors of princes” was written by Giles of Rome, 
archbishop of Bourges, also known as Egidio Colonna (died 1316).54 
52  “Quare haec ornamentorum genera ad eam sunt prudentiae terminationem revocanda, in qua 
non modo quidam insit descriptioni lepos sed etiam is sumptus in aedificando fiat qui imperitam 
multitudinem, quae ad senatorum caedem aut ad eorum bona diripienda imminere videantur, 
potentiae magnitudine opumque admiratione deterreat. Nam cum perspicuum sit indoctam 
hominum multitudinem sensu solere magis quam ratione meditata duci, satis sciri potest eam cum 
sumptuosas senatorum aedes spectando admiratur perfacile solere ab iniuria inferenda revocari, 
cum senatoriam potentiam aestimet sensus imbecillitate tanti, ut nullo modo locum sibi putet 
ad eos pellendos aut ad eorum bona diripienda dari. At vero cum homines a senatorum genere 
cernunt modicas habitari aedes, easque subito credunt oppugnatum et disturbatum iri posse, facile 
praedae perversaeque libertatis spe de eorum statu convellendo et labefactando cogitant; ut patrum 
memoria Eugenio quarto contigisse legimus, qui, cum in domo transtyberina habitaret, propter 
contemptum non modo est ex domo deiectus a plebe, sed etiam ex urbe est tribunitia seditione 
pulsus. Quod si hoc Pontifici Maximo plebis aspernatione contigit, quid putandum est senatorum 
generi eventurum, qui sine fascium metu sineque stipatorum custodia armata vivant? Itaque si in 
alterutrum incidendum est, dubitari nullo modo debet quin magis sit optanda in senatoria domo 
ornanda ratio, quae dignitate sit oculos praestrinctura plebis quam quae contemptum mediocritate 
paritura videatur.” ibid., II, 2, LIIIv-LIII [sic: error in pagination]. Free translation by author.
53  See above.
54  For Giles of Rome in relation to the “mirrors of princes”-genre, Anton Hans Hubert, 
Fürstenspiegel der frühen und hohen Mittelalters (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 
2006), 3-6. For the dissemination and popularity of the De regimine principum, Noëlle-Laetitia 
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Written during the thirteenth century, the text enjoyed a widespread 
popularity in the time that followed. It was copied extensively (more 
than 350 medieval copies still exist today) and translated in several 
languages (in Italian, Castilian, Catalan, English, Flemish, French, 
and Hebrew just to name a few).55 It was among the first books to be 
published in Italy, with a Roman edition in 1482, and two Venetian 
in 1498 and 1502.56 Giles of Rome established the three-fold structure 
of the genre and introduced a more educational tone. Cortesi most 
probably consulted this book when he embarked upon his project to 
write on the institution of the prince. It would not only have provided 
a good model to start from. Having lived and worked at the papal court 
until 1503, he also had access to the text on a daily basis; The Vatican 
Library inventory of 1447 mentions at least two manuscripts of Giles of 
Rome’s De regimine principum. Today, the library also contains printed 
editions of 1473, 1482 and 1498. It is, however, hard to tell when the 
latter entered in the possession of the Vatican.57 
In his manual, Giles of Rome equally advised the prince to invest 
in his residence for reasons of protection. The prince’s residence, 
we might recall, should be “wonderful and constructed with subtle 
industry” (habitationes mirabiles, & subtili industria constructas).58 
Giles of Rome argued that “it suits princes to make magnificent things 
(magnifica facere) and construct such edifices, so that the people, when 
seeing them (videns), have - as it were - their minds suspended because 
of powerful admiration (mente suspensus propter vehaementem 
Perret, Les traductions françaises du De regimine principum de Giles de Rome: Parcours matériel, 
culturel et intellectuel d’un discours sur l’éducation (Leiden: Brill, 2011); Charles F. Briggs, Giles 
of Rome’s De regimine principum: Reading and Writing Politics at Court and University, c. 1275-
c.1525 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999).
55  Perret, Les traductions françaises du De regimine principum, 33-49; Briggs, Giles of Rome’s 
De regimine principum, 3 and 13-19. 
56  Aegidius Romanus, De regimine principum (Venice: Bernardino Guerralda, 1502); Egidio 
Romano, De regimine principum (Venice: per magistrum Simonem Beuilaquam Papie[n]sem, 
1498); Aegidius Romanus, De regimine principum (Rome: per Stephanum Plannck de Patavia, 
1482).
57  Eugène Müntz, La Bibliothèque du Vatican au XVe siècle d’après des documents inédits: 
contributions pour servir à l’histoire de l’humanisme (Paris: Thorin, 1887), 107-08. Catalogue of 
the Vatican Library, https://digi.vatlib.it/opac/inc/?ling=en.
58  Romano, De regimine principum, II, 3, iii.
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admirationem).” Upon seeing such a palace, the people don’t rise up 
against the prince, because “anyone from the people believe through 
this vision (hoc viso oppinatur) that the prince is such that it is almost 
impossible to invade his house (quasi impossibile sit ipsum invadere)”. 
Furthermore, it suits “that kings and princes are not held in contempt 
(contemptum) by the people.” Princes make magnificent buildings as is 
required by their status.59 
Cortesi’s words echo Giles of Rome’s yet there are also remarkable 
differences. Although Cortesi presents the deterrent effect of the 
building in similar words, he does not merely mention how magnificent 
buildings “suspend the mind of the beholder.” Rather, he continues 
upon the “judgement of the senses” and explains in explicit terms how 
sensory perception is interpreted in the mind, which emotions follow this 
perception, and how it informs the behaviour of the spectators towards 
the building. Uneducated men are more “moved by the senses than by 
rational reflection” (sensu solere magis quam ratione meditata duci). 
They “see” (spectando) the residence, and with the estimative faculty, 
they “judge” (aestimet) that the cardinal’s power must be enormous. 
Bluntly speaking, uneducated men act upon seeing the residence as 
sheep or dogs who are confronted with a wolf or stick. The magnitude 
of power and the admiration of wealth “frightens” them off. Fear is 
evoked by what is seen. To evoke fear, the exterior ornamentation 
should be attractively designed and sumptuously executed. It is such an 
ornamentation that is immediately associated with power and wealth.
While the argument is implicitly present in previous mirrors of 
princes, Cortesi explains it in much more explicit terms. Cortesi merges 
the textual tradition on magnificence, admiration and authority, with 
59  The whole passage reads: “Secundum via ad investigandum hoc idem sumitur ex parte ipsius 
proprii: & hanc tangit philosophus 6. politicus ubi ait quod principes decet sic magnifica facere & 
talia aedificia construere quod populus ea videns quasi sit mente suspensus propter vehaementem 
admirationem: nam populus minus insurgit contra principem videns ipsum sic magnificum quilibet 
enim de populo hoc viso oppinatur principem esse tantum quod quasi impossibile sit ipsum 
invadere: & quasi circa impossibilia non cadit electio neque consilium ut vult philosophus 3. 
ethica qui licet ex populo retrahitur ne dissentione faciat contra principem si aspiciat ipsum tantum 
& tale magnificum. Magnitudo enim aedificiorum licet non sit fienda ad ostentationem & inanem 
gloriam. Decet enim reges & principes ne in contemptum habeantur a populo facere aedificia 
magnifica prout requirit decentia status in quo existunt.” ibid.
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contemporary theories on sense perception and emotion. Cortesi also 
differs from previous authors in the identification of what makes the 
building self-defensive. According to Giles of Rome, the ruler’s palace 
obtains its intended effect when it is “wonderful and constructed with 
subtle industry.” The term “industry” (industria) comes from Palladius’ 
De re rustica.60 In Palladius’ text, industria is the only non-natural 
element of which agriculture consists. It depends on human possibility 
and will (facultas and voluntas) and points to human activity and 
craft. In the Old-English translation of De regimine principum by John 
Trevisa “mirabiles & subtili industria constructas” is translated as 
“wonder house and craftiliche imaad”.61 In the French translation, it is 
referred to as “granz et biaus soutivement fez.”62 
Yet, apart from wonderful and well-made, Giles of Rome also 
understood magnificence in terms of size. He was careful to add that 
“the magnitude (magnitudo) of the buildings is allowed as they are not 
made for ostentation or vainglory.”63 What results from Giles of Rome’s 
prescriptions is a focus on the building as a whole and not only on the 
exterior ornamentation as proposed by Cortesi. Cortesi focuses on the 
surface of the building which needs to impress because of its design 
and execution. In so doing, he presents a theory of surface treatment 
and ornamentation that resonates with contemporary changes in the 
understanding of self-representation. 
Putting up a Pose: The Urban Residence, Ornament and 
Appearances
60  Lucius Iunius Moderatus et al., Opera agricolationum Columellae, Varronis, Catonisq[ue], 
necnon Palladii cum exscriptionibus & comme[n]tariis D. Philippi Beroaldi (Impressa Regii: 
Impe[n]sis Dio[n]ysii Bertochi Regien., [1496]), titulus ii and iv.
61  David C. Fowler, Charles F. Briggs, and Paul G. Remley, The Governance of Kings and 
Princes: John Trevisa’s Middle English Translation of the De regimine principum of Aegidius 
Romanus (New York: Garland publishers, 1997), 256.
62  Samuel Paul Molenaer, Li Libres du gouvernement des rois de regimine princpum: a XIIIth 
century french version of Egidio Colonna’s treatise (New York: AMS Press, 1966), 232-33.
63  “Magnitudo enim aedificiorum licet non sti fienda ad ostentationem & inanem gloriam. Decet 
enim reges & principes ne in contemptum habeantur a populo facere aedificia magnifica prout 
requirit decentia status in quo existunt.” Romano, De regimine principum, II, 3, iii.
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During the fifteenth century, the debate on nobility and exemplarity 
encouraged reflections on the relation between a man’s inner core 
and his outward appearance.64 The debate posited that exemplarity 
largely depended on the mechanisms of seeing. When seeing virtuous 
behaviour, people are inclined towards imitation (See also Cortesi’s 
argumentation for the pictorial program for the cardinal’s residence). 
Because of this emphasis on seeing, so Susan Gaylard argued, Italian 
authors, courtiers, and artists started to realize that - to be an example 
for others to imitate - one could be a “Hollow man”; someone who was 
a social exemplar due to his exterior appearance, yet, whose outward 
appearance might be disconnected from an inner core. 
Gaylard considered Giovanni Pontano’s De principe, written in 
1468, as one of the first texts that reveal this new awareness.65 In his 
manual on good governance, which took the form of a letter addressed 
to the young prince, Pontano constantly emphasized that the prince’s 
majesty (maiestas) depended on how he was seen by his subjects. The 
ruler needs to enact the role of the prince at all times, as all eyes are 
constantly on him. The prince’s outward comportment - his dress, 
speech, and gestures - establishes his majesty in the eyes of his subjects. 
The residence of the ruler is not discussed in Pontano’s letter.66 
Cortesi and Platina, however, did. Platina, also known as Bartolomeo 
Sacchi (1421-1481), dedicated his De regimine principum in 1471 to 
Federigo Gonzaga, the young “prince” that was to become marquis 
of Mantova in 1478.67 Like De cardinalatu, Platina’s political advice 
book is a treatise, divided in three parts. The author also addresses the 
residence of the prince in relation to other topics that gravitate around 
the prince’s body (i.e. his dress, food, sleep and exercise). 
In his manual, Platina explained that it “pertains to the prince’s 
majesty (maiestatem) to live in a more lofty, magnificent and eminent 
64 Susan Gaylard, Hollow Men: Writing, Objects, and Public Image in Renaissance Italy (New 
York: Fordham University Press, 2013), 1-5. 
65  Ibid., 43-63. 
66  Pontano explains he did not address it due to lack of time. Giovanni Pontano, De principe, ed. 
Guido M Cappelli (Rome: Salerno, 2003), 88. 
67  Platina, De principe, ed. Giacomo Ferrau (Palermo: Il vespro, 1979).
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place (laxius et magnificentius et in loco eminentiore).” For since 
the prince “constructs the walls, ships, ports, aqueducts, theatres, 
colonnades, and all the sanctuaries, which belong to the common use of 
the civitas, why should he not build, for himself, the most magnificent 
residence in an elevated and noble place?”68 
Platina also added that in the ornamentation of his house (regiae 
domus ornatus), the prince should use spoils of war (hostium spoliis) 
and not gold, silver or ebony (auro, ebore argentove).69 The latter are 
full of the delights and playfulness of women (delitiarum et muliebris 
lasciviae plena) and the prince should avoid these as much as possible. 
Platina explained his position by referring to Homer, who described the 
personality of his characters through the description of their houses. Such 
descriptions of houses reveal the moral character of the inhabitants. As 
houses are portraits of their inhabitants, it is of utmost importance that 
they project the correct image. If the prince wants to achieve majesty 
and authority, the ornament of the house should be magnificent and 
splendid and cannot contain anything womanly or effeminate. 
Gaylard suggested that “the emphasis on surface [in Pontano’s 
letter] raised the spectre of an “internal” womanishness that must be 
quashed by reasserting virile virtue.”70 Platina’s focus on the use of an 
enemy’s spoils in the ornamentation of the prince’s residence translates 
such anguish and fear into architectural form. The use of gold, silver 
and ebony might only reveal that the prince is concerned with outward 
appearances. In the ornamentation of his residence, he needs to reassert 
his manliness by showing predominance over his enemies in the realm 
of war. The prince puts up a pose - to use Gaylard’s words - in the 
ornamentation of his residence. It projects an image of manliness to 
hide an increasing feminisation of the prince himself.
Cortesi’s theory of ornamentation extends this principle. Unlike 
68  The whole passage reads: “Pertinere quoque ad maiestatem principis crediderim et laxius et 
magnificentius et in loco eminentiore habitare. Nam sin eius est muros, navalia, portus, ductus 
aquarum, theatra, porticus, phana omniaque omnino, quae ad communem usum civitatis pertinent, 
struere, quid est cur aedes sibi in edito et nobiliore loco civitatis quam magnificentissimas non 
aedificet?” ibid., 94.
69  Ibid.
70  Gaylard, Hollow Men, 33.
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Platina, however, Cortesi does not speak in terms of figurative forms 
of ornamentation (such as the spoils of an enemy). He advises to use an 
ornamentation, based on the example of our forefathers - attractively 
designed and sumptuously executed. The exterior ornamentation which 
is designed upon the formal system of the ancients, and sumptuously 
executed in material, will in itself frighten off the uneducated multitude 
because it evokes associations of power and wealth. While his preference 
for the manner of the ancients is certainly motivated by political and 
ethical considerations, Cortesi might also have been convinced that the 
formal system of the ancients is best equipped in expressing power. For 
was it not Vitruvius himself who had advised the emperor Augustus that 
buildings might contribute to the authority of the empire?71 
The ornamentation on the exterior of the urban residence might also 
be interpreted as hiding, not so much the increasing feminisation of 
the cardinal, but a loss of actual power and wealth. As we have seen, 
at the turn of the sixteenth century, actual political power became 
concentrated in the hands of a few individuals, while others fulfilled a 
more ceremonial role. The cardinal’s income also fluctuated between 
very high and low numbers. In his treatise, Cortesi puts forth a new 
model for the cardinal’s income.72 Yet, in his recommendations for the 
urban residence, he also seeks - to use an anachronistic term - the best 
“return on investment”. The attractively designed and sumptuously 
executed ornamentation is located solely on the surfaces that the urban 
public will see. The cardinal carefully calculates to have the maximum 
effect. Through his urban residence, but also his speech, dress, and 
demeanour, the cardinal needed to establish his dignity, which - as the 
prince’s majesty - depended largely on appearances. 
Being Virtuous: Magnificent Patronage According to Cortesi
In his De cardinalatu, Cortesi posited that an attractively designed 
and sumptuously executed ornamentation on the exterior of the building 
71  Vitruvio, De architectura, 10 (Praefatio).
72 The first chapter of the second book is entitled “De redditibus cardinalium. Quod debent esse 
aequales.” Cortesi, De cardinalatu, II, 1, XXXXIII-XLVIIIv.
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would withhold the ignorant crowd from attacking the urban residence. 
In essence, Cortesi turned to the intellectual tradition that considered 
the effect of magnificent buildings on the beholder. However, he did 
not frame it in terms of “magnificence”, nor in terms of “admiration that 
suspends the mind of the beholder”. The people admire the attractively 
designed and sumptuously executed ornamentation while looking 
but are mainly frightened because of the associations it evokes with 
power and wealth. Cortesi focuses on mental processes and emotions, 
initiated by sense perception, as well as how the intended effect of the 
ornamentation can be achieved. Cortesi also leaves any considerations 
on the morality of architectural patronage in building a private residence 
aside. He does not relate “magnificence” as a moral greatness of the 
patron to the construction of the residence. To Cortesi, the virtue of 
“magnificence” applies to something else. It concerns the construction 
of buildings in the service of the community. 
Magnificence, as a moral virtue, appears for the first time in book one 
of the treatise. In Liber primus ethicus et contemplativus, magnificence 
is shortly mentioned among the virtues that the cardinal should uphold.73 
Cortesi immediately refers his readers to the second book where 
magnificence is discussed in more detail. The second book focuses on 
the cardinal as the head of a household. As magnificence concerns the 
expenditure of money, it seemed more appropriate to Cortesi to address 
it together with other matters of household management. 
The topic of magnificence comes again explicitly to the fore in the 
last chapter of the second book, which guides the cardinal in how to 
spend money after all household duties have been fulfilled.74 The three 
virtues that guide the cardinal in spending such money are liberality 
(liberalitas), magnificence (magnificentia) and giving alms (elemosyna). 
According to Cortesi, liberality and giving alms both concern giving 
money. The liberal man gives to his relatives, theologians, philosophers, 
those professing the liberal arts, orators, poets, as well as virtuous 
and learned friends. Giving alms, on the other hand, is done out of 
compassion (misericordia). Cortesi advises to distribute money to the 
73  Ibid., I, 1, VIIII.
74  Ibid., II, 11, C-CVIIIIv.
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old, the learned, those who have old fathers or poor sons, those who have 
met with calamity, among other forms of wretchedness. Magnificence, 
finally, solely concerns the expenditure of money on buildings. Cortesi 
advises the cardinal to invest in churches and sanctuaries; in hospitals 
for travellers, the leprous, the children and the sick; in monasteries for 
mendicant brothers; and in buildings that benefit the public good, such 
as libraries, public auditoria, and houses for the learned. 
In identifying these buildings as appropriate objects of expenditure, 
Cortesi emphasized the ecclesiastical role of the cardinal, who provides 
what is necessary for the subjects assigned to his care. He most probably 
took his cue from the Florentine Archbischop Antoninus (1389-1459). 
In his discussion of magnificence in the Summa theologicae, Antoninus 
emphasized the caring role that befits the rich and powerful “to whom, 
says Ambrose, superabundance has been given by God, so that they 
acquire the merit of good stewardship.”75 As God placed the rich and 
powerful in charge of the poor, it is only natural that they invest their 
riches in buildings that benefit these subjects. Antoninus enumerates 
hospitals, chapels and public churches as appropriate objects of 
expenditure. “This applies most to leading citizens and prelates, who 
especially ought to aim at great things above all for the honour of God 
and the benefit of others who are assigned to their care.”76 According 
to Cortesi, the cardinal, both leading citizen and prelate, should thus 
invest his money in buildings that serve others. In so doing, he fulfils 
his role as ecclesiastical leader towards the members of the Church.
The construction of the residence does not feature among the 
buildings associated with magnificent patronage. Magnificence 
concerns the expenditure of money after all household duties have 
been fulfilled. The construction of a suitable residence is inherently 
75  “quibus, ut dicit Ambrosius, superabundantia datur a Deo, ut meritum bonae dispensationis 
acquirant.” Antoninus, Summa Theologica, IV, III, VI, cols. 85-86. English translation and Latin 
original cited from Peter Howard, Creating Magnificence in Renaissance Florence, Publications 
of the Centre for Reformation and Renaissance Studies (Toronto: Centre for Reformation and 
Renaissance Studies, 2012), Appendix 2, 118 and 21.
76  “quod maxime pertinet ad principes & praelatos, qui praecipue debent intendere magnum 
in ordine ad honorem Dei & utilitatem eorum, qui ejus cultui deputantur.” Antoninus, Summa 
Theologica, IV, III, VI, cols. 85-86. English translation and Latin original cited from ibid.
part of such household duties. The cardinal’s architectural patronage 
of churches, hospitals, monasteries and public buildings only follows 
when everything necessary for establishing the cardinal’s dignity has 
been provided. In De cardinalatu, the construction of the house thus 
features as a necessity. Its splendour contributes to the cardinal’s dignity, 
serves his protection, and is therefore a sign of prudence. Only when 
protection is secured, can the cardinal come to fulfil his ecclesiastical 




The Material and Visual Presence of Urban Residences 
in Violent Conflict
Adapting a historical juridical perspective to study violent practices 
enacted toward urban residences in Renaissance Italy allows to 
reconceptualise the significance and meaning of these acts of assault. 
Defilement, plundering and destruction served to restore injustices 
and, in so doing, shamed and excluded the wrongdoer from the urban 
community, and purified a site from sin. Practices of violence towards 
houses were applied as official punishments within the judiciary system 
and as private actions outside of it.  By violating the urban residence in 
private conflict, individuals and groups took justice in their own hands. 
Recurring codified actions in violent attack, and the continuous 
symbolic meaning of the urban residence, created a stable system 
of architectural “violence” in Renaissance Italy. The same acts 
of violence were routinely applied over time. In attacking urban 
residences, individuals, families, clans and factions continued to use 
blood, excrement and other materials to defile the house. They walked 
with “200 men” with “weapons and fire” towards the residence of an 
opponent in order to plunder and destroy it. These actions allowed the 
assailants to embed their private conflict in a semi-juridical system. The 
system created order and logic in complex and unclear situations. The 
urban residence also continued to embody the family’s ancestral, social 
and political identity. This rendered the building the perfect locus to 
fight conflict and to target the family. Kept within a given family over 
several generations, the urban residence marked the family’s ancestry 
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and lineage. It tied the family to the very soil on which the residence 
stood, and formed the gravitational centre of its social and political 
importance. 
The historical cases of violence, however, also revealed chronological 
and geographical shifts and distinctions within this system during the 
Renaissance in Italy. In Florence, humanists and preachers encouraged 
wealthy citizens to invest in building at least from the beginning of the 
fifteenth century onwards. In so doing, citizens would exercise the social 
virtue of magnificence and honour the city of which they were part. 
Private residences were included in panegyrics of the city to celebrate 
the quality of its citizens. Maps included private residences among the 
city’s most important buildings. As private residences were included in 
a narrative of a city’s prestige and honour, the urban community came 
to identify more and more with these buildings. 
Similar processes of identification between the civitas and private 
residences took place in Bologna and Rome. Such identification with 
private residences was encouraged by the authorities themselves. In 
Bologna, wealthy families benefited from tax reductions and other 
privileges in order to build private residences. In Rome, Sixtus IV 
encouraged newcomers to build large residences through legal reforms. 
These reforms, however, disadvantaged local Roman families, which 
came to express their Roman identity by displaying antiquities on the 
facades of their houses. 
Such processes of identification increasingly rendered violent assault 
on the urban residence ambivalent. How could private citizens or public 
authorities defile, plunder and destroy what made the community proud, 
what equally belonged to them? 
Additional social and political developments were pivotal in making 
defilement, plundering and destruction controversial. In the fifteenth and 
sixteenth centuries, vengeance and factional violence were generally 
regarded as highly destructive forces to the civitas. The widespread 
division such forces brought within the community, and the physical 
destruction they caused to the city, were highly lamented in political 
theory and in the sermons of mendicant preachers throughout the 
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Fig. 68 Pietro del Massaio’s map of Florence, including urban residences 
among the city’s most important buildings. Claudius Ptolomaeus, Cosmographia, 
Jacobus Angelus interpres, ca.1451-1500. ©Bibliothèque nationale de France, 
Département des manuscrits, Latin 4802, f.132v.
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period. In violent conflict, individual bodies and souls were damaged. 
Larger groups were contaminated by the virus that spread rapidly over 
the urban community, unable to be stopped. The city burned and went to 
ruin. The civitas, as a social and political community, and as a physical 
artefact, suffered greatly when forces as vengeance and faction were 
not kept in control. 
The negative attitude towards defilement, plundering and destruction 
in Renaissance Italy is also represented by the authorities’ continuous 
vigilance over the integrity of the civitas. Vigilance over the civitas’s 
social structure expressed itself in peace ceremonies, organized to 
control conflict. Vigilance over a city’s physical structure took form in 
the discontinuation of residential destruction as a form of punishment. 
By the fifteenth century, the destruction of houses was no longer 
considered a legitimate form of punishment in Florence, Bologna and 
Rome. In Florence, destruction was still imposed by the authorities 
on houses in which crimes had been committed. This act served to 
purify a site from sin. In other cases, where wrongdoers needed to be 
punished, confiscation replaced destruction. When the Medici were 
declared rebels and banned from the city in 1494, their palazzo was not 
destroyed but confiscated and reused. Neither was Palazzo Bentivoglio 
in Bologna destroyed when the Bentivoglio were excommunicated in 
1506. In Rome, the city ceased to implement residential destruction as a 
form of punishment from the 1350s onwards. The city statutes of 1360 
stated specifically they did so “for the honour of the city” and “not to 
deform the Roman civitas”. 1  
Rome’s early decision to terminate punishment in the form of 
property destruction made papal efforts to reintroduce such punishment 
in the 1460s all the more significant. In essence, the popes sought to 
employ destruction as a means to increase control over the social and 
physical structure of Rome. The population still fought violent vendette 
in the city. The popes reintroduced the punishment to control and 
stop such destructive fights, imposing their power in the instances of 
crimes that disrupted the civitas most fundamentally. By casting their 
1 “pro honore urbis”; “ut romana civitas non deformetur”. Camillo Re, ed. Statuti della città di 
Roma del secolo XIV (Rome: Tipografia della Pace, 1883), 94 and 141.
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intervention as a healing and purifying act, the popes simultaneously 
emphasized their divine responsibility as a Christus Medicus. The popes 
were responsible for the spiritual and physical health of the community, 
assigned to their care, and imposed their political and juridical power 
to obtain that goal. 
Nevertheless, papal attempts to reintroduce destructive penalties - 
even for those crimes that immediately threatened the integrity of the 
civitas - met with resistance. This resistance was almost completely 
absent in case of the Santacroce houses. Few to no chroniclers lamented 
the loss of their residences. Yet, when the Della Valle houses met a 
similar fate, complaints were expressed. Volterra recalled how the Della 
Valle houses were “magnificently constructed”.2 He also drew attention 
to the Cardinal of Siena who pleaded with the pope to seize destruction, 
as enough terror had already been brought on the citizenry. 
Furthermore, even when the popes applied destruction as a 
punishment, complete annihilation of residences seems not to have 
taken place. A reconstruction of the Santacroce houses suggests that at 
least some walls were left standing. Although the papal bull used strong 
rhetoric, claiming it would entirely demolish residences to expose the 
perpetual infamy of the family,3 actual practice seems to have been less 
severe. When hearing the Cardinal of Siena’s plea, the pope initially 
agreed to simply destroy the roof of the Della Valle houses. Several 
chroniclers testified, however, that destruction continued further. When 
urban residences were plundered and destroyed in private conflict (and 
not as an official punishment by the judiciary authorities), residences 
were also not completely extirpated. The new residences, built on the 
Marescotti grounds in Bologna, suggest they continued upon previous 
structures.
2  “magnifice satis constructae.” Jacopo Gherardi, Il diario romano di Jacopo Gherardi da 
Volterra dal 7 settembre 1479 al 12 agosto 1484, ed. Enrico Carusi, 7 vols. (Città di Castello: S. 
Lapi, 1904-1911), 133.
3  “domus et habitationes principalium offendentium [...] demoliantur, et usque ad solum, ad 
perpetuam infamiam, prosternantur”. Sebastiano Franco and Henrico Dalmazzo, ed. Bullarum, 
diplomatum et privilegiorum sanctorum romanorum pontificum taurinensis editio locupletior 
facta collectione novissima plurium brevium, epistolarum, decretorum actorumque S. Sedis a 
s. Leone Magno usque ad praesens, vol. 25 (Turin: Augustuae Taurinorum, 1857-72; anastatic 
reprint 1964), 188.
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In Bologna and Florence, other mechanisms might have also played 
a role in the termination of practices of destruction as a means to restore 
injustices by both the official authorities and private citizens. In Florence 
and Bologna, every six to twelve months, new representatives were 
selected for the administrative bodies that governed the city. Which 
faction dominated the political landscape could change suddenly. 
Conspiracies also created disruptions in political government. When 
political regimes changed, prominent families were excluded from 
the city, and others were allowed to return. How a regime handled the 
property of exiled or banished families was important for when the 
political tide might turn again. Those families, exiled or banished now, 
might one day have to decide over the property of families, presently 
dominating the political landscape. 
In Bologna, the Bentivoglio’s respectful attitude towards the property 
of excluded families was among the reasons why the Marescotti were 
so strongly condemned for having destroyed the Palazzo Bentivoglio. 
The Bentivoglio had enlarged and beautified the properties of excluded 
families during the latters’ absence. When these families were allowed 
to return upon the excommunication of the Bentivoglio, they found their 
residences, not in ruin, but highly embellished and improved. Changed 
attitudes towards plundering and destruction might also be seen in this 
light -- the awareness that the violent attacks enacted by one family 
might in the future be directed at their own property. 
In Rome too, such political pragmatism might have informed 
the choice of the municipal authorities in the fourteenth century to 
terminate policies of destruction as punishment. Even when the popes 
reintroduced the punishment in 1466, the municipal authorities in 
principle continued their policy towards the non-destruction of houses. 
The pope’s distinctive juridical and political status, as well as his direct 
interference in the political dynamics of the city, rendered the actual 
situation, however, far more complex. 
The different reactions to the destruction of the residences of the 
Santacroce, Della Valle, Marecotti and Bentivoglio also testify of the 
role that the residence’s material and visual presence played in private 
conflict. The loss of the Santacroce residences was barely lamented. 
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For the Della Valle, it was remembered how they were “magnificently 
constructed” (magnifice satis constructae).4 The Bentivoglio residence 
was an ornament to the city and a “building to be admired” (mirando 
edificio).5 The urban residence might ask for defilement, plundering and 
destruction, if the family that lived inside deserved to be punished for 
an injustice. The residence might equally demand it to be maintained 
and preserved, because it was magnificent, admirable and beautiful, and 
it contributed to the honour and prestige of the city. 
The concepts of magnificence and admiration also recurred in textual 
discussions and interpretations of violent practices towards urban 
residences and the relationship between these activities and architectural 
design. The textual cases reveal how contemporaries reflected upon 
the role that the residence’s material and visual presence might play in 
private conflict, as well as how they believed that the residence’s visual 
appearance could contribute to the safety of the inhabitants. The authors 
of the texts framed social dynamics in terms of the visual. In so doing, 
the authors pointed to the importance of architectural design, and the 
responsibility of the architect, to safeguard the family’s social, political 
and physical integrity. 
That buildings, and their visual appearance specifically, have the 
ability to evoke emotions in the beholder, is addressed by all three 
authors. Cavalcanti, Alberti and Cortesi presented viewing buildings 
as something that directly affects the beholder. A beholder cannot be 
indifferent to a building. Its visual appearance, it was argued, inspires 
either negative or positive emotions, and encourages certain behaviour. 
All three authors also recognized the urban residence as a specific 
building type, the visual appearance of which is subject to proper 
conditions. These conditions relate to the residence as something that 
protects and represents the patron and his family, and as something that 
is part of the city to which the urban public also lays claim.
4  Gherardi, Il diario romano di Jacopo Gherardi da Volterra, 133.
5  Cited from Carolyn James, The Letters of Giovanni Sabadino degli Arienti (1481-1510), 
(Florence: Olschki, 2002), 252.
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The emotions that the authors most closely associated with viewing 
buildings are envy and admiration. Envy allowed Cavalcanti to relate 
emotional response to seeing buildings with social dynamics such 
as talk and violence. Alberti specifically linked envy to viewing the 
urban residence, and advised the patron to aim for admiration instead. 
Admiration would lead to praise and prevent violent assault on the 
residence. Cortesi, in turn, advised the cardinal to capitalize on the 
overwhelming effect of admiration and the associative process of 
looking at something attractively designed and sumptuously executed. 
Taken together, the texts illustrate how contemporaries reflected on 
violence towards urban residences and how such reflections translated 
in ideas on architectural design. 
That such reflections took place in different literary genres, 
originating in different places and at different moments in time, suggests 
the contours of a shared culture of thinking about the visual appearance 
of urban residential architecture in relation to the effect this appearance 
might have on the beholder. This thinking related to magnificence as 
a visual character of the building and expressed itself differently in 
all three texts. Each author developed his own approach to a common 
problem. They all gave substance to what it means to be magnificent as 
a patron, as well as what magnificence entails as a visual property, when 
applied to the urban residence.6 
6  Reading reflections on the architectural design of urban residences through the lens of violent 
practices these buildings might face, shows that admiration and its effects was inherently part of the 
Renaissance tradition on magnificence. This focus has been less present in studies on magnificence 
in Renaissance Italy, which mainly focused on magnificence as a moral virtue of large expenditure 
and how this virtue was practiced by contemporaries. See Matthias Roick, Pontano’s Virtues: 
Aristotelian Moral and Political Thought in the Renaissance (New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 
2017); Peter Howard, Creating Magnificence in Renaissance Florence, Publications of the Centre 
for Reformation and Renaissance Studies (Toronto: Centre for Reformation and Renaissance 
Studies, 2012); Rupert Shepherd, “Republican Anxiety and Courtly Confidence: The Politics of 
Magnificence and Fifteenth-Century Italian Architecture,” in The Material Renaissance: Costs 
and Consumption in Italy, c.1400-1650, ed. Michell O’Malley and Evelyn Welch (Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 2007), 47-70; James R. Lindow, The Renaissance Palace in 
Florence: Magnificence and Splendour in Fifteenth-Century Italy (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2007); 
Evelyn Welch, “Public Magnificence and Private Display: Giovanni Pontano’s “De splendore” 
(1498) and the Domestic Arts,” Arts Journal of Design History 15, no. 4 (2002): 211-21; Georgia 
Clarke, “Magnificence and the City: Giovanni II Bentivoglio and Architecture in Fifteenth Century 
Bologna,” Renaissance Studies 13 (1999): 397-411; A. D. Fraser Jenkins, “Cosimo de’ Medici’s 
Patronage of Architecture and the Theory of Magnificence,” JWCI 33 (1970): 162-70. Christine 
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Cavalcanti expressed the people’s reaction towards Cosimo’s 
buildings in terms of envy. Cosimo’s buildings, material manifestations 
of wealth and prestige, evoked envy when looked upon. This envy urged 
the people towards vicious talk and violent behaviour. The talk turned 
to contemporary notions on the virtue of magnificence. In fifteenth-
century Florence, magnificence was specifically interpreted in light of 
the moral implications of investing large sums of money on material 
objects. Buildings that served the public good and honoured the city 
were celebrated. Yet, as the people claimed, Cosimo failed to meet the 
expectations. The intended size of Palazzo Medici, the coats of arms on 
San Marco and the claims for authorship at San Lorenzo exemplified 
Cosimo’s deplorable moral character; instead of his magnificence.
By examining reactions to Cosimo’s building projects in terms of 
magnificence, Cavalcanti recognized that, to Florentines, the visual 
was never value free. What was seen bore moral connotations. Coats 
of arms and size were representative of ostentation, haughtiness and 
immoderate ambition. Architectural qualities and elements carried 
distinct associations. The people’s reaction towards Cosimo’s buildings 
was negative because of their own envy and sinfulness, but also because 
the visible stood for moral values.
In regards to Cosimo’s residence, the people specifically criticized 
its immoderate size. Even the Coliseum would seem useless next to it. 
By discussing the immoderate size in terms of utility, the Florentines 
paraphrased Cicero who said serviceableness should be the prime 
criteria when prominent citizens build an urban residence. Cosimo 
fulfilled his duty towards the civitas by building an elaborate urban 
residence, but failed to find the correct measure between honouring the 
Smith and Caroline Van Eck constitute noteworthy exceptions. Smith recognized admiration, its 
effects, and the purpose this might serve as part of pope Nicholas V’s program for architecture. 
Van Eck adressed the relation between magnificence and admiration in her analysis of Manetti’s 
Oratio de secularibus et pontificalibus pompis, where the concepts served as rhetorical tools 
in an exercise of ekphrasis. Christine Smith and Joseph F. O’Connor, Building the Kingdom: 
Giannozzo Manetti on the Material and Spiritual Edifice, Medieval and Renaissance Texts and 
Studies (Tempe AZ: Arizona Center for Medieval and Renaissance Studies in collaboration with 
Brepols, 2006), 247-54; Caroline Van Eck, “Giannozzo Manetti on Architecture: The Oratio de 
secularibus et pontificalibus pompis in consecratione basilicae Florentinae of 1436,” Renaissance 
Studies 12 (1998): 469-75.
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civitas, and celebrating himself.
In his architectural treatise, Alberti formulated design principles for 
the urban residence that are directly informed by the role residences fill 
in social and political dynamics. The patron needs to honour the city, 
the family and himself. This requires a residence that stands out. At the 
same time, he needs to prevent envy and social dissent. This requires a 
residence that does not differ too much from those of fellow citizens. 
Alberti located the solution to the patron’s problem in admiration and 
concinnitas. As the harmony that pervades all of Nature, concinnitas 
naturally leads to admiration. Since its recognition is an inborn 
faculty of the human mind, and since its evaluation is done by the eye, 
concinnitas will have the same effect on everyone; it will calm anger 
and prevent violation. The visual appearance of the urban residence 
itself will prevent social dissent from arising. If the urban residence is 
designed and built well, it cannot become included in social conflict. It 
cannot become an object of criticism, because it can only inspire praise 
and admiration. 
In locating admiration in concinnitas, Alberti identifies magnificence 
with the Beautiful, the True and the Good. Magnificent patronage in 
Alberti’s treatise coincides with creating something beautiful. When the 
patron designs and builds a beautiful urban residence, he testifies of 
his moral character, and the end result of his virtuous act will inspire 
admiration and praise when looked upon.  
Cortesi, in turn, did not present the cardinal’s patronage of his 
residence as a sign of magnificence, but of prudence. Cortesi wrote 
for cardinals in early sixteenth-century Rome, most of whom came as 
newcomers to the city and needed to establish authority and dignity. 
In a dangerous and competitive world, Cortesi reasoned, only the law 
of the strongest applies. He advised the cardinal to impress, scare, and 
frighten those who want to do him harm, and he translated his advice in 
design principles for the residence’s exterior ornamentation. 
Cortesi’s recommendations were informed by a pressing dangerous 
reality, not by moral concerns. He did not reflect on the nature of beauty. 
He was not concerned with how the visual could give access to the 
contemplation of the Beautiful, the True and the Good. Nor did he hope 
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to create an architectural or aesthetic theory. Cortesi wanted to provide 
the cardinal with clear instructions on how to build a residence that 
would allow him to live in safety. His focus was pragmatic. Protection 
and safety were needed against the attacks the cardinal feared. The 
exterior ornamentation of the cardinal’s residence, when attractively 
designed and sumptuously executed, would have the intended effect. 
By drawing on the associations between wealth and power, they would 
frighten off those that wanted to do him harm. Cortesi thus deprived the 
act of constructing a private residence of its moral connotations. The 
cardinal does not build a residence as a service to the urban community. 
The cardinal anticipates the violence he might face and provides the 
necessary. 
The attention given to the material and visual presence of urban 
residences, and the role attributed to this building in social conflict, 
raises questions on the relationship between the visual appearance of 
actual built residences and the culture of violence in Renaissance Italy. 
This culture of violence, I argue, was one of the forces that shaped the 
visual appearance of urban residences. Analysing how urban residences 
presented themselves to the eye of the inhabitants and visitors of the city 
allows to explore this relationship. Such an analysis also reveals how 
patrons and inhabitants gave meaning to the concept of magnificence 
in their patronage.
The Santacroce residences, built after the family’s return to Rome, 
as well as Palazzo Marescotti in Bologna, leave little doubt that 
architectural choices on the residence’s visual appearance were informed 
by the conflict and destruction that had taken place. The Palazzo a Punta 
di Diamante presented itself to the viewer with an imposing corner 
tower, whose presence was emphasized by two lower adjacent wings. 
It directly addressed any passer-by on the Via Recta, also known as the 
Via Mercatoria, an important commercial route that stretched from the 
Ponte Sant’Angelo over Campo de’Fiori to Piazza Guidea and beyond. 
A diamond shaped rustica covered the lower register of the tower and 
wrapped itself around the doors and windows. This is where the eyes of 
any passer-by first fall. 
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The diamond shaped rustica looks at once off-putting and elegant. 
Although it appears severe and dignified, it also adds an element of play. 
Throughout the day, the light alternatively highlights bright surfaces and 
strong shadows. This kind of ornamentation evoked many associations 
– to social and political allegiances, to all’antica architecture, and to 
vigour and refinement. The palazzo, built along the Via in Publicolis 
and close to the family’s patronage church, created an image of strength 
and elegance. 
In building the Palazzo a Punta di Diamante, the Santacroce gave 
substance to the concept of magnificence. After the family returned to 
Rome, they gave visual and material expression to their reintegration. 
The urban residence, with its tower directed towards the Via Recta, 
testified to the family’s renewed position and contributed to the 
splendour of the city. Any merchant, tourist or local inhabitant on the 
Via Mercatoria witnessed the family’s worth as well as the capabilities 
of Rome’s citizens. The imposing corner tower and refined rustica 
most certainly inspired admiration, from which safety, authority and 
protection for the family might result. 
The Palazzo Marescotti was built upon the ancestral grounds Ercole 
had inherited from his father. The Marescotti complex had been divided 
among Ercole and his nephews. Yet, once Ercole regained social and 
political prestige in the city, he reunited his father’s possessions and 
created a new palazzo. The building presented itself to the urban public 
with a portico, that would count as many bays as the former Palazzo 
Bentivoglio. The portico, as a classical Bolognese architectural element 
executed with round elegant arches, bordered the public street from 
Porta Sant’Isaia to the heart of the city. Any visitor, coming to or leaving 
the city via this way, would see how Ercole’s portico rivalled the former 
Palazzo Bentivoglio, whose ruins kept the memory to the Bentivoglio’s 
shame and disgrace alive in the eyes of the citizens.
In building a palazzo with an equal number of bays as Palazzo 
Bentivoglio, Ercole Marescotti expressed victory and dominance over 
his enemies. By adapting the Palazzo Bentivoglio as his model, Ercole 
also imitated the palazzo that was the most prestigious ornament to the 
city. Palazzo Bentivoglio had been “a building to be admired” (mirando 
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edificio) whose loss was greatly lamented by contemporaries.7 In 
building Palazzo Marescotti, Ercole created a residence that would have 
been an ornament to the city as well, and might have inspired the same 
admiration in his fellow citizens. If ever finished, Palazzo Marescotti 
would have testified of Ercole’s magnificence, and its patron might well 
have hoped this magnificence would serve as a safeguard never to have 
his residence destroyed again. 
How the visual appearance of built residences was informed by the 
violent practices applied towards such buildings, and how patrons and 
inhabitants gave meaning to the concept of magnificence, can also be 
explored through the example of the Palazzo Medici. In the 1440s, 
Cosimo built an elaborate urban residence on the corner of the Via Larga, 
Via de’ Gori and Via de’ Ginori. He did so to testify of his commitment 
towards the civitas, and he conceived of the Palazzo Medici with a size 
and splendour that reflected Florence’s greatness, not his own (or at 
least, that is how Timothei Maffei framed it). 
The attention of any passer-by in Florence is immediately caught 
by the unusual rough rustication, decorating the ground floor of the 
palazzo. Individual blocks of large dimensions project dramatically out 
of the facade plane. The blocks are intentionally rough in their finishing, 
giving the impression that their form results from the wear and tear over 
time, rather than from human handwork.8 
In Florence, this kind of rustica evoked many associations, and all 
were connected to the idea of power.9 A similar revetment was applied 
in civic structures, such as the Bargello, Palazzo Vecchio and Palazzo 
7  Cited from James, Giovanni Sabadino degli Arienti: A Literary Career, 32, 252.
8  On the rustica at Palazzo Medici, see also Georgia Clarke, Roman House - Renaissance Palaces: 
Inventing Antiquity in Fifteenth-Century Italy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 
167-73; Gianluca Belli, “Forma e naturalità nel bugnato fiorentino del Quattrocento,” Quaderni 
di Palazzo Tè. Rivista Internazionale di Cultura Artistica 4 (1995): 9-35; Staale Sinding-Larsen, 
“A tale of two cities. Florentine and Roman visual context for fifteenth-century palaces,” Acta ad 
archaeologiam et artium historiam pertinentia 6 (1975): 163-212.
9  Clarke, Roman House - Renaissance Palaces, 167-73; Marvin Trachtenberg, “Scénographie 
urbaine et identité civique: réflexion sur la Florence du Trecento,” Revue de l’art 102 (1993): 11-31; 
Andreas Tönnesmann, ““Palatium Nervae” Ein antikes Vorbild für Florentiner Rustikafassaden,” 
Römisches Jahrbuch für Kunstgeschichte 21 (1984): 61-70; Sinding-Larsen, “A tale of two cities,” 
163-212. 
318 Conclusion
Fig. 69 Palazzo Medici with strong rustication on the ground floor.  Taken from
Gianluca Belli, “Forma e naturalità nel bugnato fiorentino del Quattrocento,” Quaderni di 
Palazzo Tè. Rivista Internazionale di Cultura Artistica 4 (1995): 28.
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del Podestà. It was found on the castle of Frederick II in Prato, a 
building associated with imperial power. It drew on connotations of 
ancient architecture as it covered a wall on the Forum of Augustus, 
believed to have belonged to Caesar’s palace. A rusticated revetment 
was also a sign of civic participation. During the communal period, 
civic authorities obliged private individuals to provide their residence, 
bordering a public street, with a rusticated revetment up unto a certain 
height.10 The continuous presence of the revetment transformed streets in 
a representation of civic power, while private citizens could, at the same 
time, testify of their active contribution to the physical splendour of the 
city. The rustica on Palazzo Medici called upon all these associations: 
civic authority, imperial power, Roman antiquity and active citizenship. 
Together with the high barred windows and strong wooden door on the 
ground floor, the rustica displayed an image of strength and firmness. 
Through the associations it evoked in any passers-by, the rusticated 
base would contribute to authority, prestige and safety.  
The rustica stone would protect the inhabitants by the associations 
it evoked, not by its actual ability to physically ward off assault.11 An 
illumination of the Virgilio riccardiano shows, for example, that rustica 
did not obstruct to pose ladders against a structure’s walls. The codex 
contains the story of the fall of Troy in Latin verse, and at the bottom 
of each page, an illumination sets the story in contemporary Florence.12 
Palazzo Medici is used to represent Priam’s palace. When the Greeks 
attack the palace in the story, the accompanying illumination shows 
a group of men posing ladders against the facade before entering and 
10  Marvin Trachtenberg, Dominion of the Eye: Urbanism, Art, and Power in Early Modern 
Florence (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997); David Friedman, “Palaces and the 
Street in Late Medieval and Renaissance Italy,” in Urban Landscapes, ed. J W R Whitehand and 
P J Larkham (London: Routledge, 1992), 69-113.
11  Since the eighteenth century, German scholars have debated over the defensive purpose of 
rustica (Buckelquader or Bossenmauerwerk). They specifically questioned, among others, whether 
rustication prevents to pose ladders against walls or helps to divert projectiles thrown at a building. 
For example, Fritz Viktor Arens, “Buckelquader,” Reallexikon zur Deutschen Kunstgeschichte III 
(1950); Otto Piper, Burgenkunde: Bauwesen und Geschichte der Burgen zünachts innerhalb des 
deutschen Sprachgebietes (München and Leipzig: R. Piper & Co, 1905); August von Cohausen, 
Die bergfriede, besonders rheinischer Burgen: Ein Beitrag zur Kenntniss der mittelalterlichen 
Befestigungs- und Baudkunst ([Bonn]: [Marcus], 1860).
12  Virgilio riccardiano, ca.1460. Biblioteca Riccardiana, Ricc. 492, 85r.
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Fig. 70 Greeks invade Priam’s palace in the Virgilio riccardiano, here represented as 
Palazzo Medici (ca.1460s). Virgilio riccardiano, ca. 1460. ©Biblioteca Riccardiana, Ricc. 492, 
85r.  
plundering the house. That the illumination refers to contemporary 
techniques of assault rather than merely illustrating the content of the 
story is permitted by the difference between image and text. In the 
Latin story, the assailants enter Priam’s palace via the central door, and 
not through its windows. Palazzo Medici was physically protected by 
its few entrances, high barred windows and thick walls. The rustica 
in turn would protect Palazzo Medici, not by how it created physical 
obstruction, but by how it would be visually perceived by those that 
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